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This project comprises of a creative piece of extended fiction entitled The Gaps 
Between, alongside a reflective and critical exegesis exploring the 
contemporary chick noir novel, perceptions of maternal ambivalence, and 
female mental health as a result of intergenerational trauma in society today. 
This exegesis analyses how the image of the benevolent mother figure has 
become a limiting and damaging social construct, and through widely practice-
based research I have explored and identified how fiction, the media and 
society feed into this stereotype. I address the taboo of ambivalence that still 
prevails in contemporary western society and the stigmas surrounding maternal 
mental health that lead women who struggle to feel like they are failing the 
image of the ‘good mother’. By decoding the notion of intergenerational trauma, 
I identify how chick noir is changing the face of popular fiction and opening up a 
new dialogue for female characters. Drawing upon extensive research and 
further reading, I discuss how the emerging genre of chick noir has arisen as a 
response to the oppression of mothers, wives and women in general. Often 
dealing with women in situations where they are marginalised and endangered 
within the home, chick noir presents a journey from repression to power, 
breaking free from the confines of tradition to place women as in control of their 
own destiny, whatever the consequences may be. Finding its place within the 
genre, my novel, The Gaps Between, represents an original contribution to 
knowledge by exposing the idealised image of the mother as nothing more than 
an unachievable dream, fraught with conflicts, extremes of emotion and failings 
of expectation. As well as offering a haunting vision of ambivalent conflict 
between mother and child, The Gaps Between highlights and addresses 
stigmas of female mental health, that are still widely misunderstood, doubted 
and shunned by society today, as well as a haunting and terrifying vision of 
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The moon is a bright yellow orb. An open mouth, a gasp. Judgement day. I turn my face 
away and pick the girl out of the wreckage. Ahead, the darkness of the moors is dense 
and suffocating, and I close my eyes, just for a second, to breathe in the sharp, petrol-
tinged air. I am miles from home. There are footsteps on the gravel behind me, but 
when I turn around there’s nothing but the unblinking eyes of the car headlights, 
watching my every move. I look down at the girl, and she looks back at me with watery 
blue eyes. I trace the shape of her face with shaking fingers.   
  “I’ve got you,” I whisper, but it comes out all wrong, threatening and cold, 
hanging between us in the silence of the night. I take a long last look at the two cars: the 
knots of colour where they fuse, the crude twists and turns of metal contorted into 
impossible shapes. I look at the glass, shattered like diamonds across the tarmac, 
glimmering in the low light of the moon. Finally, I look at Tom. It’s right what they say. 
He does look peaceful, he does look like he could just be asleep. The soft curls of his 
dark brown hair have fallen across his forehead and his eyes are shut. His mouth is 
slightly open, as if there is still something left to be said.  
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  I take a breath and turn away, clutching the girl tightly to my chest and taking 
confident, determined steps into the darkness. The countryside around me is nothing but 
a blur of endless fields and skeleton trees. 
  When I reach the house, I hurriedly slide the bolt across and stand with my back 
pressed against the front door until my heart stops clenching and my eyes adjust to the 
bright light of the kitchen. The girl stops crying and blinks at the new surroundings. I 
place her down on her feet, gently, but her knees buckle beneath her and she stifles a 
yawn. I gather her up and take her up the stairs, hesitating on the landing before pushing 
through the little white door into Molly’s bedroom. I pull back the duvet and plump the 
pillows whilst the girl watches me through closing eyes. I tuck her into the bed and 
stand for a moment in the doorway whilst she peers back at me. Seeing straight through 
me.  
  Hours pass. I finally find the strength to pull myself up off the kitchen tiles and 
onto my knees, crawling along like an animal, a savage beast. I scream until my lungs 
feel raw. 
  I run a bath on autopilot, enjoying the numbing sensation of order and routine. 
Something familiar and known in this changed world. I sink into the hot water with my 
eyes shut and when I awaken after minutes or hours or days, I am submerged in a blood 
tub, the water now crimson. For a while there’s silence and I adorn myself in it, the 
beauty and simplicity of the late hours. All the little lights have extinguished from the 
moors and thousands of pairs of eyes are masked beneath their lids, unseeing, 
unknowing. Little things begin to take over. I hear everything. I am overcome by the 
slow drip, drip of the tap, the buzz of the light flickering across the tiles, the shudder of 
night just behind the glass. There’s a bird somewhere, and for a moment I’m sure I hear 
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the beat of its wings across the hall but when I look up there’s only the girl, standing, 
naked, her hair mattered with blood and dust. 
  She is so still, so pale, that I wonder if she’s breathing, if she’s even real. If any 
of this is real. But when I motion to her, she moves slowly towards me, unsteady on 
shaking legs. She falters, fighting the will to sleep, but I know she sees nightmares 
behind her eyes. I’ve seen them too.  
  I stand up and gather her into the bath with me. She is rigid in my arms. I push 
the mattered hair off her face and pour warm water over her, shielding her eyes with my 
hand, just as I used to for Molly. I shampoo and condition her hair, a flurry of glass 
flickering through my fingers like snowfall. After a while, she dozes off, her head 
falling back against my chest. I stay in the blood tub until we are both shivering, and the 
sunrise burns bright red through the skylight. 
  I take her back to Molly’s room, dry her, dress her, and tuck her into the sheets. 
She doesn’t resist. Molly was always difficult. This one will be different. This time I 
will be different. I turn out the light, go downstairs and make myself a cup of tea in the 
haze of early morning. The kettle whistles as I gaze at myself in the reflection of the 
window. Short, wet hair and cutting cheekbones, gaunt and dark eyed. Wild. I see 
myself as the girl must have seen me: something terrifying and supernatural, a spectre, a 
spirit. 
  I sit on the floor and sip the hot tea, enjoying the scalding pain against my lips 
that acts as a welcome relief from the sickly ache in my stomach. I try to think straight 
but nothing seems to work anymore. My mind spins with uncontrollable images. I see 
his face, over and over again, a few seconds before the crash. The look in his eyes as he 
turned to me. Then I see Molly. How calm she looked, a little smile reaching from one 
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rosy cheek to the other. I sit up straight and set my tea down on the table, resting my 
chin on my hands and taking a deep breath. They will come. They will come for me and 
I have to be ready.  
  I sit for a while, weighing up my options, considering everything from the 
horrific to the downright farcical. I listen out for the girl, for any movement from above. 
I can’t shift the feeling of eyes on me, but wherever I look I’m greeted by the emptiness 
of the house. The cat is somewhere, slinking around outside, and I suddenly long for 
her, for the familiarity of the smell of her fur, the disdain of her orange eyes.  
  When the police arrive, they will tell me they’ve found him. My husband. They 
will tell me he is dead. They will ask me questions. And if I am not ready, if I am not 
prepared they will take the girl away. They will throw me in a cell. My face will paint 
the newspapers. Imagine how the office girls will talk, Barbara and Joan shaking their 
jowly faces over the photocopier and sighing into their paperclips, Tracy and Martha 
from admin whispering between their monitors:  
  “Well I always suspected it, something very odd about that one, not to be 
trusted…”  
  Oh how my mother will movie-cry for the cameras and my father will reprimand 
me over the cold metal of a visiting room table. I will really disgrace the family name 
then. It would almost be worth it.  
  I pull myself together and get to work. I’m suddenly aware of the ticking of the 
clock. I’ve never noticed it before but now it booms louder and louder, like the chimes 
of some enormous city clock tower, proclaiming the loss of time. Time has changed. 
Time has gone on without me. I pull open the cupboards two at once, rummaging 
through jars and bottles and cans before I finally find the cereal box, tipping a handful 
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of muesli across the counters and across the floor. I open the milk carton and throw a bit 
across the worktop, just a splash, just enough to look realistic. I let it flow across the 
memories we made. Cover it right up. Let them wash away. I pour a bowl of cereal for 
myself and consider preparing one for the girl, but it’s best if she sleeps. Silence is 
precious. Silence is vital. She could expose me with a few words. She could reveal me. 
She could tell them everything, tell them the truth. She could say the words that would 
kill me, the words that will torture me forever:  
  “You’re not my Mum.” 
  The sky grows lighter. I panic. What if they can’t find me? What if he didn’t 
have any ID? What if there’s an appeal? I imagine myself and the girl, looking pale and 
worn at a televised press conference appealing for witnesses and information. The harsh 
light. The flash of cameras. The lies in my eyes. The horror when the police draw links 
between the unknown body in the morgue and Tom. My Tom. A member of the public 
coming forwards, pointing a finger towards me, my name blurred by accusations. Liar. 
Fake. Abductor. 
  I brush myself down and wipe the sweat off my brow, tip-toeing up the stairs 
and past Molly’s room, trying not to make a sound. Silence. I half hope she is dead in 
the bed. I only half hope.  
  I sit at my dressing table and carefully cover up my red blotchy skin with 
concealer. I draw thin black lines under my eyes and apply blusher, mascara. For a few 
minutes, I forget where I am, lost in the routine. I forget who I am. What I’ve done. 
Then I hear the knock on the door. My stomach clenches violently. 
  I’m struck by how young they are. Standing in my kitchen, overwhelmed by 
their uniforms, smooth skin and lineless faces. Carrying this huge burden between them. 
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I almost forget myself. I almost feel sorry for them.  
  They tell me to sit down, just like in the movies. I steel myself. I prepare myself. 
I worry that I won’t react right. I try to think of a few things to say. To open my mouth 
wide and raise my eyebrows. But as soon as I hear the words it all comes pouring out 
anyway, all the emotion, all the tears, all the bitterness and anger and frustration. 
  There’s been an accident up on the main road, the policeman says. It must be a 
terrible shock for you, he says. Thank God you and your daughter weren’t in the car at 
the time, he says. 
  The policewoman sits beside me and rubs my arm as I force myself to weep into 
her shoulder. The rough material of her uniform scratches my cheeks. She smells of 
new car and cheap perfume. The policeman looks at the photographs on my fridge and 
sighs. I see him as a boy, imagining chasing bad guys and saving the lives of beautiful 
young girls. And yet here he is, in my little kitchen of calamity, the thrown together 
falsehoods of family life. Me, far from the princesses of his fantasies, a screeching 
middle-aged, fragment of a woman. Something to be loathed and pitied. Enough to 
make him feel sick to the stomach. What a life.  
  After they leave I wake up the girl and watch her as she wanders around Molly’s 
room, picking up toys and books, peering inside the windows of the dolls’ house. 
Somewhere a mother is learning of the death of her child. It should be me. Somewhere a 
sheet is being lain over my daughter and the tag looped around her ankle states the 
wrong name. The girl giggles as she plays, settling right in. Changeling in my 
daughter’s bedroom. I move closer, so we are almost nose to nose and I stare at this 
child, this girl that looks so startlingly like my own. If I close my eyes and press hard 
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into my temples with my fingertips then I can believe, I can truly believe. It can be her. 



























I wake with a jolt. I stare at the bright white of the pillow, my arms tangled up in the 
sheets, binding me. I struggle against them, and feel a familiar hot panic rising in my 
lungs, an icy breeze on my neck, a tingling sensation in my legs…before I finally 
manage to free myself.  
  There are voices in the street outside. At first, I think they’re in my head again 
and I writhe across the mattress in panic until I understand they are somewhere beyond 
me. I stumble out of bed, unsteady on aching legs. There’s a strange tightness in my 
stomach that I can’t quite place. It’s a feeling of regret, perhaps, or foreboding. There’s 
something ominous in the air. The world is too still. My mouth tastes sour. 
  There’s a knock at the door and the noise sends a creeping shiver through me, 
radiating through every inch of my body before turning electric at my fingertips.  
  Then I remember. 
  I walk, with all the solemn dignity of a funeral procession, down the stairs and 
into the kitchen. I consider pulling across the bolt and locking them out, running away 
and hiding forever. Catching the first train or bus. I could leave her here, someone 
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would find her eventually. Or rather I could lock myself away in my bedroom, not eat 
and just sleep, self-medicating with my cocktail of hyperreality and slowly blurring the 
boundaries between dreams and nightmares. But I’m weak. A coward. 
  I pull open the door reluctantly.  
  They don’t sit.  
  “We need someone to come and identify him,” the man says, gently. I don’t 
speak. I concentrate on breathing. In and out. They leave a number to call. After they 
leave I slide down the wall, trying to shake the image of him lain out on a cold metal 
table. 
  I pick up the phone and call my mother. I'm surprised when my father answers, 
his smooth voice declaring the Lockwood residence and recalling the number back to 
me, as if I hadn't just punched it into the keypad. I let him finish and hear the tension in 
the air as he waits for me to speak, the little buzz of white noise, the slight sound of his 
breath, in and out, the building irritation. In the end I can't do it. I hang up.  
  I wait a minute and then call again. I interrupt my father as soon as he starts his 
spiel.  
  “Tom’s dead," I say. Two simple words. Dead. Tom's dead. My father is silent 
for a while and I try to imagine him, reclining in his office chair or hovering over the 
little white table in the hall, picking at the pattern on the wallpaper. I think he liked 
Tom, but I can't be sure. In the end he opts for surprise, although I sense his 
awkwardness, sense his urge to run away, fetch my mother and leave the job to her. 
Women's stuff, he'd call it. 
  "Dead?" he asks. 
  "Dead," I reply. I feel very calm and very cold. I wonder if he wishes it was me. 
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Then it would be done, over with. All his children dead. I sense something behind me 
and look over my shoulder. The girl has appeared behind me and is watching me from a 
few paces away. I’d almost forgotten she was here. We stare at each other.  
  "What happened?" asks my father, his voice level.  
  "Car accident. Last night. I thought you should know."  
The girl stares at me intently. There’s a gap where he thinks, and I can almost hear the 
frantic pace of his mind, and suddenly I feel a wave of anger. I want to shout: "Can't 
you do it, can't you fucking say something human for once? Can't you feel anything?" 
Tears brim in my eyes.  
  "Kate..." he begins, softly. It's too much. I hang up the phone. I can't bear to hear 
it.  
  I pour two bowls of cereal, one for the girl and one for me. We sit at opposite 
ends of the table, not speaking, barely eating. It takes over me so suddenly, that I roar 
out loud, my scream echoing through the kitchen and making the girl start in horror. I 
allow myself to slip onto the floor and the tears pour out. Finally, I feel it all falling 
down down on top of me. The girl finishes her cereal in silence and comes and sits 
beside me. I can hear her little heart beating. She smells warm and soapy.   
  "You need to go," I tell her, through desperate sobs. "You need to leave. This 
isn’t your home!" She cocks her head, not understanding, or maybe understanding too 
well. I get up and throw the front door wide open, a harsh wind blowing my hair off my 
face and making the loose dressing gown rise up behind me like a cape. Outside the 
sound of cars rushing past makes me feel sick to my stomach.  
  "Get away from here!" I hiss. 
  I run up the stairs two at a time and fall onto Tom’s side of the bed, clawing at 
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the sheets, desperately trying to find his scent or a wayward hair, something to remind 
me of him. I roll off the bed and pull open the wardrobe. I throw off my clothes and 
silently dress into his, slowly and precisely buttoning up his shirt over my chest, 
delicately pulling my legs into his jeans. I look in the mirror and I look all wrong, my 
body absorbed by his clothes. I go into Molly's room and climb into the bed. I lie very 
still, legs bent awkwardly to fit into the small frame, gazing around the room at her 
stuffed animals and toys, the teddy bear stencils on the wall, the one with the smudged 
ear where Tom fell off the ladder. I laugh out loud, but it’s a bitter laugh, a cruel one, a 
moment that will never be shared again. I am so completely alone. 
  There are voices in the kitchen downstairs. Let them come for me. Let them kill 
me. I don’t care. I don't move. The voices come closer and closer until they form 
physical beings, pulling me and shaking me by the shoulders. It’s not the first time. 
  They try to speak to me, rouse me, raise their voices at me but I keep my eyes 
tightly shut. I can smell lavender and talc and I know instantly it is my mother. I feel 
myself deflate. I want to spit at her, to hiss her away but I stay very still. 
  "We think it's best if we take Molly for a while, so you can rest," she says. I sit 
bolt upright and open my eyes. I barely recognise them after all this time. Time has 
been unkind.  
  "No," I whisper, my voice so cold that I almost frighten myself. “Not again. Not 
my child.” And then I start to scream it, over and over again, clawing my fingers 
through the air towards the girl, who tries to pull away from me desperately. But I'm too 
strong, and I pull her into my arms. She lays beside me, stiff, sobbing gently into my 
chest. I feel better. My parents stare at me, at the girl, at each other. A flicker of shame 
burns through me and I cover my face with the duvet. It’s a long time since I’ve let 
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them see me like this. Weak. Vulnerable. I stare at the girl in the darkness under the 
duvet and she looks back at me wide eyed. Are you my ally? I ask telepathically. She 
blinks. 
  "I’ve been on the phone to the police. Someone needs to identify the body, 
Kate," my father says quietly. I flinch. The body. Tom. I lift my head up and watch the 
raindrops weave their way down the window pane. Outside the world is grey. The 
sheets are soft against my face, lulling me.  
  "I'll do it," he says, after a while. I let the words wash over me. They leave 






















I make out the hazy blur of the police officers in their fluorescents through the frosted 
glass of the kitchen door. It’s the ones from yesterday. As I open the door the man pulls 
himself up to his full height, which makes him only a head shorter than me. There’s no 
sympathy smiles today and I feel nauseous, dizzy, the room contorting and caving. 
There are red hot fingers pointing into my back. I can feel them molesting the taut skin 
across my spine. It was her, they say. She did it.  
  I try to rationalise. They would have clamped cuffs on me as soon as I had 
opened the door if they knew. Social Services would have bundled past me like 
champion wingers and would have the girl in a pseudo-happy headlock in the car 
already, her parents nervously pacing in a dingy waiting room with crayon on the walls. 
No. I strain my eyes to stare at the bright yellow sun behind them. One more day of 
freedom. 
  I invite them in and busy myself making coffees, despite their protests. I gaze 
into the steam, trying to think straight, trying to come up with a plan. I run a hand 
through my hair to flatten the wayward strands. I glance at them over my shoulder. 
21 
 
They have their backs to me, but I can make out their hands: hers smaller and lined, his 
larger and darker, leafing through a ring-bound file. Just another case. An easy one, 
another car crash, another couple of fatalities. Victims and villains. But who is who? 
When I close my eyes we all have the same face. I join them at the table.  
  “We’ve got a few questions we have to ask you, Sweetheart,” says the woman. 
Her voice is so sickly sweet that I have to use all my power to stop myself from taking 
her by the throat. 
  “What did you say your name was?” I ask, taking a careful sip of coffee. 
  “Portman. And Sinclair,” she nods at the policeman. 
  “We’ve done a further investigation of the crime scene this morning,” Sinclair 
explains, flicking through the file. It falls open on a series of shots of the mangled cars 
but he quickly snaps it shut, clearing his throat and looking embarrassed. Portman gives 
him a long, cold look. 
  “We found a jacket in the car,” she says, after a moment. “A woman’s jacket, is 
it yours?” She hands me a photo from a brown envelope. I feel my face flush. 
  “Yes, it’s mine.” The officers exchange looks.  
  “If your husband, Thomas James Dalton, was in the car alone on Friday night, 
why did he have your jacket on the passenger seat?” 
  I shrug, ignoring the bead of sweat running down my cheek. “I must have left it 
there on a previous occasion.”  
  Portman nods. “Yes. That’s what we thought. But then we found traces of blood 
on it. Here and here,” she says, pulling another photo out of the envelope. I feel my legs 
shaking under the table. I suddenly remember the girl and wonder if she’s still asleep or 
hiding behind the door, just out of sight, waiting for her opportunity to spring out and 
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rip the mask off my face, reveal the monster underneath. I lean back slightly on the 
chair to peer round the doorframe. 
  “Mrs Dalton?” Sinclair asks. I look up. They are both staring at me with 
concern, or is it repulsion? It’s hard to tell.  
  “I don’t know,” I say with a sigh. “I’ve had that jacket a while. Probably had a 
good few scratches and paper cuts in that time.” I try an awkward laugh. They look 
unconvinced and I see them sending messages through their eyes. Morse code of blinks 
and nods. I’ve read about this sort of thing. I shiver.  
  “Well, of course that is understandable, Mrs Dalton, but I wonder if you could 
possibly explain the blood that we found on your child’s car seat?” They both lean 
forward. I shrink back into the chair. I’m too hot and the air is too thin. A bead of sweat 
rolls down my chest. 
  “You know what children are like,” I say hurriedly, searching their faces for 
anything I can latch onto. “They’re always falling down and running into things, she’s a 
clumsy kid!” 
  They sit in silence, watching me.  
  “What is this?!” I shout, unable to control myself. “I’ve just lost everything, I’ve 
lost my world and now you are interrogating me?! Can’t you just do your job and leave 
me in peace?!” They nod to each other and Portman jots down something in a notebook. 
I try to read it but I can’t make out any letters in her sloping spiderscript. 
  “We are sorry, Mrs Dalton, we understand that you are going through a terrible 
time. We are doing everything we can, I can assure you of that,” says Sinclair. “Often 
those closest to the victim have the best leads of information as they know the victim 
better than anyone. This is just routine.” I try to calm down, blushing, wiping tears away 
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from the corner of my eyes.  
  An hour passes. They talk, but the words skim over me, hardly sinking in. There 
will be a funeral to arrange, flowers to pick, hymns to choose. I let it wash over me. 
Tom wouldn’t care about any of that. He never had time for it: religion, faith. He never 
pledged his life to anything. He never sold his soul. Not even to me. I remember the 
lipstick and swallow hard. Maybe he would like lilies and ‘Morning has Broken’. 
Maybe he would like black suits and the little chapel down the lane. I obviously don’t 
know a fucking thing about him.  
  The door swings open and we all jump. The girl appears, sleep in her eyes, 
clinging to Molly's purple hippo. She stops still when she sees the police officers. I 
hesitate for a moment before making a big show, calling her "my darling" and forcing 
her firmly onto my lap. She is rigid in my arms. She gazes up at me suspiciously. I 
watch Portman's eyes narrow and hear her suck her breath in through capped, crowned 
teeth. Whistle through the gaps. She knows. 
  "Hello Sweetie," she begins, leaning towards us, so close that I can smell the 
musk of her perfume. The girl stiffens and pulls away. Better the devil you know. 
  “She's a bit shy,” I say, keeping her clasped tightly in my arms as she tries to 
wriggle away. Portman nods and sets a smile. 
  "Have you told her yet?"  
  "Told her?" 
  "About her dad." 
   "No," I say quickly, stroking the hair off the girl's face. "I want to find the right 
time, you know?" I wonder if she has children. Mother to Mother. I hope I can brush her 
off with this shared experience, this mutual pain. I imagine her with boys, big brutes 
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with shaved heads, twins, running around the living room screaming and waving toy 
helicopters around their heads. I wonder if she’s ever tempted to handcuff them to the 
banister, just for a minute of peace. 
  I examine the girl whilst they fill in the forms, trying to make sense of her, this 
strange replacement child who has filled the hole perfectly, who has left no room for 
grief, no room for fear. This child who I parade in front of the law, who is unseen, who 
blends in and hides in plain sight. This child who is not mine by rights, but is mine by 
justice. 
  After a while, Sinclair sighs and straightens his collar. “It's our duty to let you 
know that the cause of the accident is still unconfirmed although it can be said that the 
driver of the other vehicle had consumed copious amounts of alcohol prior to driving 
that night." 
  I take a deep breath and hold the girl tightly to my chest.   
  “Will he be prosecuted?” 
  Sinclair nods. "He's currently remanded in custody while we make the necessary 
enquiries. There will be a trial. And then, dependent on the outcome of the trial, he will 
most likely serve a prison term." 
  They stand and make their way to the door. As they're leaving I seize Portman 
by the arm.  
  "Is he sorry? For what he’s done to my family?” I don't know what I want to 
hear. She nods, opens her mouth to speak then changes her mind.  
  “What is it?” I ask, my voice barely more than a whisper.  
Portman exchanges a glance with Sinclair. "It’s cost him his daughter's life," she says 
carefully. The room seems to shrink and shrink until I am like the illustrations of Alice 
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in Wonderland in Molly’s picture book, bent double and oversized, with knees and 
elbows pressed against the walls.  
  "His daughter?" I manage.  
  "Yes, I'm afraid so. His daughter was in the back of the car when the incident 
happened. A little girl not unlike your own. Same age, same beautiful blonde hair. We 
had to get his brother to identify her this morning. It was really very horrible for him, 
the brother I mean. That’s the dangers of drink driving. We warn people time and time 
again and they still risk it. It’s not just their own lives you see, other people don’t agree 
to take the risk. Two lives gone in the blink of an eye.”  
  As if to emphasise her point she slaps her hand against the table and we all stand 
in silence listening to it ring around the room. 
  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, the tears tracing lines down my cheeks.  
  “Don’t be,” she says, misunderstanding and placing a hard hand on my shoulder. 
“You have every right to be angry.”  
  Sinclair opens the door and they file out.  
  “I truly am very sorry for your loss,” he says, and they set off down the drive 
















“I’ve been thinking,” I tell the girl over dinner the next evening. “That it’s probably best 
if we kill ourselves. Tonight.” She puts down her fork and looks at me with those big, 
judging eyes that seem much wiser than a three-year-old’s, and I cringe, pulling the cat 
into my lap. Mina hisses in protest but I’m a lot stronger than her.  
  “I want Mum,” whispers the girl and I sigh, pushing away my uneaten plate of 
food.  
  “We’ve been through this,” I say, running my fingers through the cat’s fur. “All 
day,” I add under my breath. “You’re not going home. Not now. Not ever.” I pause, 
looking up for her reaction. Her bottom lip is wobbling but more with anger than fear. 
“I’m your mother now.” The word catches in my throat and threatens to choke me. Will 
you listen to yourself? A voice inside my head whispers. What kind of mother are you? 
I swallow down a gulp of water and try to stay calm, resolute.  
  “No,” she says, her cheeks flaming red. “No.” Molly had never been this 
disobedient. She wouldn’t dare. I sigh and release the cat, and it jumps from my lap 
with a screech.  
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  “Listen, I’ve…I’ve made a mistake. There’s no way this will work. They are 
going to find us, and they’ll take me and they’ll take you too. Come here.” I get up and 
open the cupboard under the sink, pulling out coloured bottles and tubs, cloths and 
towels falling into a heap on the floor. She jumps down beside me and runs her hands 
over the fabrics, giggling. Laughter in my kitchen. It echoes around the ceiling and 
bursts off the walls. Too loud, too vulgar. I try to ignore her.  
  I pull out the pink bottle of bleach. “This,” I show her. She picks at the label 
with tiny fingers. “Tonight, we drink this and then it will be done, over, caput.” I clap 
my hands together and she jumps. Over the top of her head I make out the photo of Tom 
and Molly stuck to the fridge. He’s not looking at me, his eyes scanning past the camera 
and into the distance, squinting at the sun. Molly stares back at me, defiant, with 
haunting eyes. I gulp and pull the bleach out of the girl’s hands, throwing it back into 
the cupboard.  
  “Never go in there,” I tell her, slamming the door shut.  
  Later than day I curl up in the shed dressed in Tom’s overalls and realise that it’s 
make or break. I can hear the soft ring of the house phone drifting across the garden, for 
the hundredth time today. I haven’t answered it once. I’ve been cleverer today, 
barricaded the doors tightly shut with anything I could find. I heaved the heavy kitchen 
table across the front door and locked the back one, carrying the key on a long string 
around my neck. I locked the girl in the living room, absorbed in some age-appropriate, 
mind-numbing cartoon and there she has remained for over an hour. I feel better. 
Everything is in its place and my mind feels clearer. 
  I walk out into the garden and loop around the lawn a few times. The frost has 
set in and shrivelled the plants into contorted dark green monsters, the leaves brown and 
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petals decomposing in the dirt. The grass is patchy and yellow under my bare feet. 
Gardening has always been Tom’s forte. The summers he spent planting flowers and 
saplings, mowing the lawn into neat little stripes. He even had a vegetable patch, peas 
and carrots, onions. I preferred to watch him from the bedroom window, icy white in 
my bathrobe, feeling the cleanliness of my skin, cringing at the dirt under his 
fingernails. I couldn’t see it, not from there but I could sense it, the little worms 
crawling through his fingers right through to his heart where they would feed. So the rot 
begins.  
  When I look up the girl is standing at the window, the colours of the TV screen 
lighting her up in neon. She smiles when she sees me and waves little pink fingers. I 
pull off the oversized gardening gloves and wave awkwardly back, seeing myself 
reflected in the glass: wild, filthy, ragged. A madwoman. 
  Then I notice something. At first, it’s just a glimmer of the light and then again, 
but clearer. Shadows behind her. They’re crawling up the walls, slinking over the sofas 
and sliding across the floors. Getting closer and closer. I start to run towards the house, 
tripping over the long legs of the overalls and stumbling. The girl giggles from behind 
the glass. She can’t see it. She can’t hear it. 
   “No!” I shout starting to panic. “Turn around! Run!” Her fingertips are against 
the glass, her bright eyes sparkling. I can see it clearer now, the shadow in the distance. 
Rising taller and taller, made of translucent material so thin that it could be liquid, 
molten silver flowing towards her.  
  Her face falls at the exact second that its hand falls on her shoulder.  
  I burst through the back door and into the house, skidding across the wooden 
floor, crashing into the wall in my haste. I desperately pull at the string around neck 
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until it snaps and the key falls into my palm. I push the door wide open. She is standing 
in the same place by the window, her back to me and for a moment I am stunned by her, 
by that long, tumbling blonde hair that is Molly’s. The girl is Molly. I don’t know why I 
ever doubted it. Then she turns around to face me, smiling, and any recognition fades 
away. I remember the shadow and bound towards her in a few steps. I grasp her by the 
shoulders and shake her, frantically scanning the room.  
  “Where is it?” I scream, my voice shrill. “Where is it?” 
  The girl shakes her head, not understanding. We are alone. I sink to my knees, 
tears overflowing. On the screen cartoon mice sing and dance. I watch the colours blur 





















I lie screaming on the floor of the kitchen until the girl comes and screams beside me, 
tears flooding her face, fear electric in her eyes. I sit up and watch the tears fall, feeling 
calmer, exhausted. I offer my arms out to her, gingerly. She steps towards me and we 
form a cold, stiff embrace. She sniffles into my shoulder and I breathe in her strange 
baby smell. This surrogate child in my home, in my life. I hold her at arm's length once 
she settles and I examine her face, that small, round face that looks so startlingly like 
my daughter's. If I try hard, it is the same girl and this is all nonsense, this is all pretend. 
I sit crossed legged, staring at the girl and I realise that I don't have a plan.  
  “What do we do now?” I ask her through sobs. She smiles weakly.  
  I consider my options. Short of handing myself in to the police or fleeing there's 
not much else. I don't consider the unthinkable again. I don't consider it for long. I think 
about taking her somewhere, leaving her in a car park or a shopping centre, somewhere 
where she'll be found. But then maybe they'd find me too. DNA. Or she'll tell. I look 
into her little blue eyes, innocent, pure or waiting until the time is right to expose me.  
  I wait until it’s dark and then bundle the girl into the back of the car and drive 
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off into the night. She doesn't say anything, just stares up at me as I drive. She sees 
everything. 
  "This is for the best," I tell her. "They'll find you a new mum, or maybe even 
your old mum. You'll be happy. You’ll see.” I pull up outside A&E and watch the 
ambulances sailing into the courtyard, lights flashing. The girl watches in silence as the 
commotion takes place, paramedics in fluorescents pushing a stretcher through the 
double doors, the flash of a life fading away. I shudder.  
  I get out of the car and usher the girl out into the courtyard. I stand some 
distance away from her, watching her standing alone in the crude glow of the red 
‘Emergency’ sign. Inside I can make out the buzz of activity. A sudden wave of 
exhilaration and desperation washes over me and I want to see Tom. I wonder if he’s 
still here. I don’t know how many days have passed since the accident. It could have 
been weeks ago. I’ve lost my grasp on time. It seems to slip by me quickly, then slow, 
the hands of the clock mocking me as I lie awake at night.  
  "Come," I tell the girl, and she obliges as I make my way through the doors in 
the wake of the chaos. The department is overflowing with casualties: men, women and 
children all yelling and screaming, clutching various limbs, some bleeding, some sitting 
silently, patiently. The girl clings to me in horror, burying her face into my jumper. 
  I avoid the main reception and instead turn at random down corridors and up 
staircases until I am finally apprehended by a stern-looking nurse with a beehive up-do 
and drawn on eyebrows. I tell her who I'm looking for and her face contorts so that the 
lines form one thick eyebrow slug. The girl giggles and the nurse glowers down at her. 
She leads me to another reception desk nearest the morgue. It's not what I expected. 
Bright white and clinical, faint scent of cherry, a radio playing somewhere out of sight. 
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She makes me wait beside a poster for life insurance. I instruct the girl to sit while I try 
to peer through the windows into the little rooms beyond. I think I see the man from the 
ambulance, laid out like a mannequin, unmanned by his demise, sexless, nothing more 
than a medical illustration, but the blinds snap shut before I can take a good look.  
  I sit in a blue plastic chair and try to imagine my father here, making the 
sacrifice, doing his duty. I wonder if he spoke to him or whether he just saw him as a 
lump of meat and organs, detached himself completely, the way he does when looking 
at brutal images of murder victims projected on big screens in court. When I was a girl, 
I once asked him if seeing dead people made him feel sad. I can’t remember his reply, 
but it was before what happened to Sam and before he stopped feeling anything at all. 
  The stern nurse comes over and informs me that he’s not here. I feel a sharp stab 
of loss.  
  “And the girl?” I ask. 
  She narrows her eyes. “Who did you say you were again?” 
  “Her aunt,” I lie. The woman stifles a yawn. It’s late. The girl snores softly in 
her chair. We watch her for a second. 
  “Alright,” says the nurse, shuffling away to the reception desk. I watch the lights 
flicker and hum. “There’s no record of her being here,” she informs me after a short 
while.  
  "What does that mean?" I ask, and she looks frustrated, as if I should know 
about the department’s administration procedures.  
  "Well she's probably been moved now to the funeral parlour, surely you'd 
know?" 
  "My family are sorting it all out," I say, suddenly ashamed, panic rising at the 
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thought of her, missing. I feel sick and grasp the chair armrest for support. The girl 
wakes up and blinks at us. The nurse softens a bit.  
  “Look, there should have been a record of her being here. But sometimes the 
files can be misplaced,” she rolls her eyes towards the reception girls who look away 
sheepishly. She lays a hard, cold hand on my shoulder, apologises and leaves.  
  Back in the car park, I instruct the girl to go back into the building and tell an 
adult she is lost and needs help. I only say it half-heartedly. She stares at me. I think I'd 























I am starting to realise that the girl is nothing like Molly. She is an alien in my house. 
She looks wrong. Out of place. Everything she touches seems to burn and crumble 
away. Her fingertips ooze radiation. She is dangerous. And I need to get rid of her.  
  I sit on the toilet seat with my knees drawn up to my chin, door wide open, 
watching her roam my house. I’m wearing Tom’s glasses. Ultra-HD. I want to be able 
to see everything. From here, I can watch her analysing Molly’s toys, looking for ways 
to break them, destroy my memories, destroy the essence of the other girl, the one she 
has replaced. Or to construct them into terrifying weapons to be used against me, to 
exact devastation over everything I’ve worked so hard to preserve. I’ve realised that she 
is against me, in everything. She will work hard to reveal me as the monster I am. I will 
never be able to trust her.  
  “Why do you hate me so much?” I hiss, but she doesn’t look up or reply. She 
races two little plastic cars, side by side, one in each hand.  
  “Vroom!” she says, the cars bumping through the doorway and out into the hall. 
“Vroom! Vroom!” I shudder, watching the light glisten over the bright paintwork of the 
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cars. Weeks have passed. But the sounds of traffic still make me nauseous. When I 
drive I pretend I am flying like a bird through the air. It’s less frightening that way. 
  She pushes them along the hall towards me. I pull my knees closer towards me, 
trying to make myself as small as possible, trying to shield myself from the images that 
flood me. The blinding light. The low moon. The hot, sickly smell of petrol and tarmac 
as I laid my daughter’s body down in the dirt. The girl stops suddenly. I hold my breath. 
  She looks up at me. We stare at each other from across the hall. I watch the cat 
slink across my bedroom behind her, its orange eyes glowing out of the gloom, just for 
a second, before disappearing into the shadows.  
  “What are you doing?” I ask the girl, carefully. 
  She doesn’t answer. A sly grin spreads across her face. She brings the cars so 
that they are facing each other and pushes them backwards, so there is a foot between 
them. Her eyes never leave mine. She begins to move the cars towards each other.  
  “Wait...” I say, but she giggles, her hands locked tightly around the middle of 
the cars as she brings her arms slowly together. The light has dropped suddenly, and the 
hall is illuminated by the yellow streetlights that glare through the open curtains. An 
almighty gale blows the curtains in Molly’s room wide open; I watch them flare across 
the room, the cold air hitting me suddenly, knocking the breath out of me. The girl’s 
hair is drawn back off her face, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She stops the cars inches 
away from each other.  
  “Don’t you dare!” I yell, breathlessly. I stumble to my feet and try to move 
towards her but something holds me back. A chill creeps through every vessel of my 
body. She raises her eyebrows, challenging me. She moves quickly, but not as quick as 
the cat, who appears so suddenly that we both shriek. Almost invisible in the dying 
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light, Mina is a flash of white in the darkness, appearing in front of the girl with a hiss. 
The girl stumbles backwards, startled. She drops the cars and falls backwards, landing 
with a soft thud. The cat looms over her, spitting and crying, her back arching as she 
moves slowly towards her. The girl whimpers. I watch giddily, anticipation rendering 
me immobile. I dig my fingernails into the door frame. She could kill her. Slice open 
her throat with a sharp, thin claw. All my problems solved. Mina’s fur stands on point. 
They always say animals can smell evil, can feel it in the air. The girl has infected the 
house. Our lives. The girl has to go.  
  Mina raises a paw. Tears slip down the girl’s cheeks. I hesitate.  
  The girl looks up at me with soft blue eyes, the same blue eyes that followed me 
day and night for three years, the same blue eyes that pleaded with me night after night, 
the blue eyes I could never love. I step forwards suddenly, surprising myself, and catch 
the cat with the back of my hand. With a spiteful hiss, she disappears into the shadows, 
creeping down the stairs with a backwards glare. I gather the girl in my arms and hold 
her tightly to me.  
  I tuck her into bed and bring her hot cocoa. She sips it and looks up at me 
suspiciously. I try to smile.  
  “I’m sorry,” I whisper, taking her hand. I reach for a book under the bed and 
bring it up for her to see. Molly’s favourite. A large hardback about a bear cub who gets 
lost but finds his way home in the end. I read it to her, both cuddled up on the bed, her 
head resting against my shoulder, until her gentle breathing quietens and I pull the duvet 












My mother calls to tell me they’ve come home. Home is my home. The home where I 
was born, where I grew up, where Sam used to be. My parents moved out shortly after I 
left and moved permanently into their holiday home in Dorset, visiting their old home 
only occasionally. Keeping the memories alive, my father said, though we all knew 
what he really meant. No-one liked the house. The cold, creaking corridors where 
voices seemed to follow your every footstep, the long, lonely dining room where my 
parents argued night after night, the dark, stone kitchen where my brother ate meals 
alone. The only solitude was the flower garden, which bloomed with endless colours all 
year round. 
  “Why?” I ask on the phone, indignant, sounding more like the girl than myself.  
  I listen to the sound of footsteps, shouts and crashes in the background, my 
father’s commanding voice:  
  “No, not there you fool!”  
  “Watch yourself there, boy!”  




  “We want to be close. To help you. To be there for Molly.” 
  “You’ve never cared before,” I say before I can stop myself.  
  She sighs again. “Come now, Kate, not that again.” 
  I shrug into the phone grumpily. Behind me the girl mimics my every move. I 
stick my tongue out and she repeats the gesture. I cover my mouth to stop my mother 
hearing my laughter.  
  “You’ll need someone to help out now. I’ve already made plans for the funeral.” 
  “No, I don’t want….” 
  “It is all sorted,” she cuts across before I can protest. “It’s all arranged for next 
Saturday. I assume you don’t have any plans?”  
  “I’ll have to check my diary,” I say, rolling my eyes at the girl. 
      * 
 That weekend, the girl and I dress in matching black outfits and walk the short distance 
to the little chapel above the village, a grey, medieval building with a small graveyard 
lined with wild flowers and oak trees, nature, wildlife. My mother used to make us 
come here as kids. She said it was good for us to learn about God and forgiveness and 
acceptance, even if we didn’t really believe in it ourselves. But I think she just wanted 
to cleanse her own rotten soul. It never worked. It would have probably been better if 
she’d have etched a pentagram into her skull with a razor blade in the bathroom mirror. 
He was her true leader, I’m sure. 
  I spend the day in a haze of pink skies and moss, patterned tapestries and 
stained-glass windows. Men shake hands, women shake heads. There are tears but not 
mine. Lots of words that don't mean a thing. They bounce around the high ceilings and 
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fall through the grates. They call him by his full name and he would have hated that, but 
I don't really mind. It doesn't feel like him when they call him that. It could be anyone in 
that box. It doesn't feel like goodbye. The girl clings to me and doesn't let go, not even 
at the wake. I don't mind that either. The warmth, the human closeness reminds me I'm 
alive. I wonder what she's thinking inside that little head, and I wonder if she knows 
more than I give her credit for. I feel like she is beginning to take my side. My little 
ally. And God knows I need one. 
  After Tom left Scotland he didn't see his parents much, apart from at weddings, 
christenings and funerals. His mother loved a good weep. They never took to me much. 
When Tom quit university and came to England they sighed and tutted and winced at 
the mention of his name. They had to write him off, to excuse him, to forget him, as one 
might a criminal son, or a dead one. She loved him, no doubt about it, but her 
concentration turned to Lucy, Tom's wretched younger sister, who speaks very little and 
scowls quite a lot. Exceptionally pale, standing in the church yard like she belongs here, 
Lucy’s long black hair is like the veil of the dead. Her black dress reaches down to her 
ankles, and she glares at me across the grave. 
  Tom's mother is beside herself, crying dramatically, with a posse of stout Scotch 
women all fighting to mop at her puffy eyes. She's a small, nugget shaped woman, no 
structure or curves or bone just a little mass of crumbled florals and linen, wailing into 
her hankie. She grips my arm and urges me to pray to the Virgin Mary. I feel the blood 
draining out of my arm, but I do as she says, getting down on my knees in the dust and 
reciting the words that taste like petrol in my mouth.  
  Tom's father, Bernard, is a little more likable, a tall, aloof gentleman, with a 
thick grey beard and sharp, intelligent eyes. He reminds me of Tom most of all. We 
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speak briefly but he is too choked up and his eyes are swollen with suppressed tears. 
Bernard is not a man to show his emotions. He wanders off around the back of the 
church for “some air,” whilst Lucy, stony faced and dry eyed, pets her mother's arm 
half-heartedly and pierces through me with her eyes of glass. 
  It didn't even cross my mind to break the news to Tom's parents. It was a whole 
week before I received a furious phone call from his mother accusing me of poisoning 
her son, not literally, and dragging him to the grave, metaphorically. She said I stole the 
best years of his life, figuratively, and lead him down the path to sin, as a manner of 
speaking. I couldn't defend myself: it was all true. But he loved me for it, no doubt 
about it. I may have forced him into sustainability, dependability, humdrum and 
boredom, I may have goaded him into stability, the housing market, the Ford market, 
the fruit market, but he was happy. The Tom I knew was happy.  
  It was hard to like Tom's mother, but it was even harder to dislike her. I came off 
the phone grinning, despite everything. I'd needed a good dressing down and damn right 
did I get it. I was filled with energy and a bit of a buzz. I admired her fire. Tom never 
had much of it, but I'd see it sometimes, in the midst of an argument, that darkness 
behind his eyes.  
  Back at the house, I wander around the bedroom while my mother reluctantly 
looks after the girl and my father entertains the guests. This is all one big party to him. I 
watched his face in the church: blank, cold, emotionless. I wondered if it reminded him 
of Sam's funeral. I wonder if he thinks of him at all.  
  I sift through Tom’s things. Just the little needless things we all have: 
headphones, wallet, packets of mints and tissues, old tickets and rail cards, socks. I 
straighten his t-shirts in the drawer. I sit, cross legged on the bed and look around at 
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everything, all our little things spread out across the room, our possessions, the bits and 
pieces that sew our lives together. If I close my eyes then it doesn't seem real; he could 
walk in the room at any moment, hair tousled from the shower, a half-grin on his face as 
he meets my eyes. I need him now more than ever. I want him back so desperately. I 
want to lie on the bed with him, grieving for our little girl, letting the tears flow while 
he strokes my hair and holds me tightly. I’ve tried not to think about it. To think about 
her. Because then all the guilt comes tumbling down and I can’t breathe. But I’m 
suffocating without her anyway.  
  I always went to Tom for comfort. He was the master of all my emotions. He 
could make me feel better in an instant. I was never independent of him, I was part of 
him, an extension of him, a small insignificant bit of his personality that had been 
broken away and now was floating fragmented in the atmosphere. How could one little 
fragment form a whole person? 
  He'd know how to fix this whole terrible, sticky situation. I'd cry in his arms and 
he'd tell me that I was silly and pat my knee. He'd tell me to do the right thing. He was 
good like that. He always knew what was best. He had the right temperament, my Tom, 
he knew how to speak to anyone. I was always falling over my words, falling short of 
the right thing to say but Tom could make anyone feel at ease. He was a hero, my Tom. 
He was everything. He was the love of my life. And he was also a cheating bastard. 
  I hadn't forgotten but it seemed insignificant now. Whoever she was, whatever 
happened. What couldn't change were the memories, of us. It happened whether he 
liked it or not, we were one, we were invincible. I just hope he didn't hate me, towards 
the end. I hope it was one of those spur of the moment, impulse things, that it was just 
sex. I hope he still loved me and that he hated that weak part of him that had let him 
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down, had let our family down.  
  I looked for her at the funeral, of course. There were lots of women there that I'd 
never seen before, no doubt long lost friends and cousins all grappling for a day off 
work and sympathy sex off their husbands that night. But there were none that cried 
over his grave, that clutched their bulbous, round stomachs, desperately calling out to 
the father their child would never know. Scarlet women, red lipped, blonde and wild, 
size six waist strung together in a black corset leaning seductively against a headstone, 
taunting me. But maybe that's just me being theatrical.  
  The pain is worse than anything else. I want to forgive him, to beat at his chest 
and scream and shout and forgive him, his tears mixing with mine, his apologies. We 
are all animals. We are all weak. We are all selfish. We are all stupid. I'll never be able 
to forgive him, I'll never know if he loved her, or if he hated me and that is the worst 
part. I thought I knew him completely, inside out. It was if I had written him, spent 
years crouched over my computer writing his entire history, plotting his personality into 

















When my daughter was born I wanted her gone. I wanted her to fall between the cracks 
of time and never come back, to rewind and reset and start over. I wanted to erase the 
very trace of her from the earth, to wipe out the tears and early-morning wails, to wash 
away the sick stains and booties and smiling elephants and blankets. I wanted 
everything back in order and in its place. I wanted Tom back. 
  During the pregnancy I was the role model mother. I did as the movies told me, 
rubbed my bump fondly and smiled when anyone mentioned my 'healthy glow' and how 
wonderful the whole fucking thing was. In truth I hated it, hated the way my ankles had 
swollen, hated the way my boobs had sagged, hated the whole heavy sweaty mess I had 
become. I wanted it out.  
  I watched myself, day after day, mould and contort until I became the very 
image of my mother, twisted with hatred and self-righteousness, rigorously immaculate 
and unbecoming in my pregnancy. My mother hated me from the moment I was 
conceived. I think she hated my father too, but it was OK for her to hate him in that 
gentle, pitiful way of middle-aged couples. My father was a choice and what she loved 
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more than him was the power of having him, the way of keeping him by her side. With 
me she had more trouble.  
  I find myself wondering if she struggled with the guilt of hating me, hating her 
own flesh and blood, the disgusting pink venomous thing that lived inside her, feeding 
off her salmon-en-croute and foie gras and secret tobacco smoke and whiskey chasers. I 
wonder if it troubled her, if she, like me, tried the whole act, forced on a smile, laughed. 
Or I wonder if she was as refined as ever, the effortless clarity of my mother's mind, the 
rigid stubbornness she has plagued me with my entire life. There was no changing my 
mother's mind, not once she'd decided upon something.  
  My mother never wanted me and I don't blame her for that in the slightest. What 
I blame her for is that she never disguised the fact. My birthday was always a day of 
reflection for her, kneeling on the toilet seat in some crimson velvet dress, leaning half 
out of the window with her secret cigarette, like a disgraced Audrey Hepburn in the dim 
light of the bathroom.  
  After all I was never meant to be born. I am The Girl Who Shouldn't Have Been. 
If my brother had been in one piece then they wouldn't have needed me, the 
replacement. My father was a traditionalist. He wanted everything. The full package. A 
detached house, loyal wife, a child to adore him and respect him and continue the 
family name and it was clear that Sam, the Half-Boy, the failure, could never do that. 
He came out broken, like Humpty-Dumpty but no-one, not even all the king's horses 
and all the king's men could put him together again.  
  My mother had had enough at one. She'd had enough before one. The pain of 
The Child That Never Was had done something to her, had changed her, had poisoned 
her overnight and she stripped herself of her personality like a long fur coat.  She liked 
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Sam because he was hers to control and there was a certain pride and dignity associated 
with being the martyr mother of a disabled child and she loved all that. Whilst Sam's 
condition was difficult financially and physically, he was minimum effort emotionally. I 
think she liked that, I think she liked to believe that behind his eyes was nothing, just a 
dark, cold empty shell, like in her own heart. She hated me because I ruined everything, 
because I came tumbling into her perfect little life she had created around her. I was 
different to Sam because I was whole and complete and demanding and loud and angry. 
Motherhood was now a whole new ball game, there was no more glamour or sympathy 
or charity events. I imagine her, like me, unbrushed hair and puked up carrot mass 
across her skirt, sleep sticking her eyes together but the image never quite fits. There are 
times when I can't quite believe that she is my mother. But there's no other explanation. 



















The police visit almost every day with news of the investigation. They have started 
using words like ‘victim,’ ‘defendant,’ ‘the deceased’.  
  The girl is more confident now. She zig-zags through the kitchen and around our 
legs, tripping us up, tormenting the cat and shouting to me to watch, but she’s still 
reluctant to call me ‘mum’.  
  They bring me a plastic bag containing his belongings. His wedding ring, a 
watch, the leaflets from his glove box, the blanket from the boot. The lipstick. I take it 
out immediately and stuff it in the kitchen drawer. The police officers exchange glances. 
I wrap the blanket around me and slip the ring onto my finger, feeling the embossed 
pattern, the smooth metal. I clench it tightly in my fist and bite back the tears. The car 
had to be scrapped. I imagine the wrought metal being crushed and bending and 
breaking and feel sick all over again.  
  There's a court case next week, they say. The accused will be there, Sinclair 
adds, he's out of hospital and almost fully recovered. I keep my face straight. It might 
act as closure, says the young policewoman, Rothwell, it might help you to move on. I 
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watch the girl, lurking outside in the hallway, regarding me with her sharp, hungry eyes. 
  “I can't go,” I tell them, sighing, leaning against the counter. “I don't want to see 
him.” 
  Instead, on the day, I park the car up across the road from the courthouse and 
wait until they finally pile out, the judge and jury, the prosecutors and defence. I wait 
for him, to walk free, to run out of the building whooping and laughing, spitting on the 
remnants of my life. The girl wails in the seat beside me. She is bored and hungry. I 
pass her a CD to chew on and it keeps her quiet while I peer through the traffic and 
crowds of passers-by. I’ve dressed her in an old t-shirt and a pair of Tom’s round 
sunglasses that keep slipping down her nose. I can’t risk her being recognised. I can’t 
risk her recognising him.  
  I wait for him to jump through the double doors and run up to me screaming: “It 
was all her! It was her fault! Arrest her instead!” But he doesn't. I wait until it turns 
dark. The caretaker shuts up the building for the night. I lay my head on the steering 
wheel, disappointed. I wanted to see his face. I wanted to look into his eyes. I remember 
they were bright green. The image is so blurry in my mind that I can’t be sure it’s even 
real.  I sit still until my tears dry, then I turn on the ignition and drive home. 
  The girl wets herself in the drive bursting into tears of shame. I sigh and gather 
her up, stroking her hair and nursing my guilt. It's later than I thought, and I can barely 
see the lock as I struggle to open the door one-handed. I wash her and dress her. I comb 
her hair and kiss her forehead. She giggles up at me, forgiving my wretchedness, 
forgetting already. 
  As I put the girl to bed she smiles at me sweetly, laughing as I talk to her. 
Molly's glow-in-the dark stars gleam down from the ceiling and the girl’s eyes light up, 
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her podgy hands reaching out to them. I tuck Molly's bear under her arm and she pulls it 
close to her body, yawning as she settles into sleep. I brush away a hair from her cheek 
and all of a sudden, her eyes spark open and she bites down on my finger. I cry out in 
pain, jerking backwards and almost overbalancing, crashing into the wardrobe. Toys fall 
to the floor, all lighting up and flashing, the teddies proclaiming “I love you! I love 
you!” on repeat. I clutch my hurt finger to my chest and stare at her, mortified. She is 
sleeping, her soft face cradled by curls, a smile across her face. I look down at the little 
pink tooth marks on my finger and feel sick. 
  The toys fall silent. I clamber over them and shut the door behind me. As I walk 





















We sit in silence, the hum of the argument still hanging, rank, in the air between us. In 
the backseat, Molly shifts uncomfortably, breathing it all in. Tom’s eyes flicker up to 
watch her, just for a second in the rear-view mirror. When he looks back at the road, 
his eyes are full of accusation. I feel a sudden urge to hurt him, to make him feel the 
pain that I feel inside. I want him to suffer too. My hands shake. 
  “Look,” he says after a while, tilting his head towards me. “It doesn’t need to 
be like this, Kate. Things are different from when we were kids. Things have advanced. 
There’s policies in place. Regulations. They’ve got bloody magic pills…” 
  “I don’t need any bloody magic pills,” I say, grinding my nails into the seat. 
“All I need is for you to understand. I need you to be on my side.” 
  He puts his hand on my knee and I feel the warmth flood through me. I pop open 
the glove box and search for a tissue, but my fingers lock around something else. I pull 
it out and turn it over in my hands. A lipstick. The silver tube glimmers as we pass 
under a streetlight. My stomach clenches as I strain to read the letters on the case in the 
dark. I twist off the cap and stare at it.  
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  “I am on your side. I always will be, but…” says Tom turning to meet my eyes. 
He trails off, seeing the lipstick in my hands, the tear on my cheek. 
   “Tom…?” I ask. His eyebrows raise ever so slightly and he breathes in slowly. 
The stars glow in the night sky beyond him. I want to get out of the car. He opens his 
mouth to say something but suddenly I can’t hear, there’s a ringing in my ears, a 
pulsing that makes it hard to concentrate, hard to think and I press my forehead into my 
knuckles desperately. I feel disconnected from my body, like I’m flying high above us, 
watching the scene play out like a sad, black and white movie.  
  I notice small things. All of a sudden, I am overwhelmed by a rip in the air 
freshener, the faded lettering on the buttons of the radio, a smudge on the windscreen. 
When I look up his eyes are glazed with tears. 
  Then there is light and sound like never before. At first, I think it is a supernova, 
that we have fused and become one, all our pasts erased. We have changed the world. 
But in truth, the world has changed without us. Time is both fast and slow. I see 
everything but it all slips out of my grasp. I try to press ‘pause’ ‘rewind’ ‘stop’ but none 
of those buttons work in real life. There’s no ‘replay level’.  
  After a while I feel myself sink back into my skin. Things become clearer. The 
pain fades away. I search through the smoke, trying to clear my view with shaking arms 
that are almost too heavy to move. I am so heavy that I think I will sink deep down into 
the earth, absorbed by dirt and metal and leather. 
   I keep blinking, but every time I open my eyes I see the same haze. There’s 
vomit churning in my throat and a sudden wet pain across my chest. I try to wake up. 
But there are some nightmares you can’t wake up from.  
  The fog begins to clear and I can see shattered glass, iridescent across the 
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dashboard, little glimmers of light. I trickle my fingers through them. Through the 
windscreen I see great metal monsters, contorted and leering and terrifying. I stare in 
wonder. My stomach convulses and I’m almost sick across the window frame. Tom 
would kill me. He’s only had this car for a few months. 
  I stop breathing. A sharp pain bolts through my chest, forcing me to bend double 
and scream out loud. I realise.  
  I look at him.  
  I look at her.  
  I’ve had some terrible dreams. But I always wake up. I just need to wake up. I 
clench my fists and my eyes tightly shut. I concentrate on breathing. In and out. When I 
open my eyes I’m still here in the wasteland, the bit between life and death where all the 
fucked-up types go to be judged. Somewhere there’s the heavy beat of wings. I think I 
hear a girl scream but when I look around my daughter is silent and still.  
  I do all the checks. The neck. The wrist. I listen. I look. The silence is so 
crushing that it is agony, a ripping, bursting pain in my ears. I desperately scramble 
around for my mobile phone but when I find it, the cracked screen tells me: ‘No signal’. 
  I get out of the car, carefully, so not to cut my legs on the shards of glass and 
curls of metal. My legs are weak; they buckle and I fall to my knees on the tarmac, 
hands clasped together as I look up at the bright orange moon. I notice a cut across my 
chest, sticky red blood mixing with rain water and gluing my t-shirt to my skin. In the 
distance, the tiny light of a lonely farmhouse flickers off and all around me the 
oppressive darkness creeps closer and closer. I try holding the phone up, and taking a 
few paces around the car. Nothing. 
  I get back into the car and pick her up out of the booster seat, cradling her body 
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against mine. Still warm. Her face is wet with rain drops from my hair, flowing in 
straight lines from the corners of her eyes and down her cheeks. I crawl into the 
driver’s seat, scraping my knees on broken plastic but I want us to be close. To be 
together. To be a family. 
  I bury my face into his stubble, feeling it scratch against my cheek. I want to 
feel. I don’t want to be numb anymore. I stay curled up with them for minutes, or hours, 
or days. I stay still until they grow cold and I begin to understand and think straight. I 
close my eyes and feel somewhat peaceful in my clarity, despite everything. And then I 
try to die too. I try so hard. 
  I open my eyes and I’m sure years have passed but the sky is still dark and the 
rain is still falling. Maybe there will be no more light. No more days. No more sunshine 
or nature or birdsong or snowfall. Yet there is change all around me.  
  I press my face against Tom’s, not looking at him but feeling his bone structure, 
his face shape. I get out of the car still carrying Molly. For the first time, I really notice 
the other car. It’s a red Fiesta, dirty, old. I move closer so that I can peer through the 
passenger window to get a look inside, despite the tightness in my chest, the pounding of 
blood through my veins. There’s a man hunched over the wheel. Dead. But then his 
chest moves. I start and almost drop Molly. I cling to her tightly. He’s older than me by 
a few years, rough dark beard, greasy hair. Thin grey jacket, jeans. I still don’t have 
any signal. 
  I stand for a few minutes, looking at the clouds and wondering what to do. I 
want to go back to Tom and sleep. I want to wait for someone to save us. But will 
anyone ever come? 
  “Hello?” I barely recognise my own voice. He doesn’t shift. I lean into the 
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wreckage, holding Molly against me with one arm. Then I see it. A bottle on the 
passenger seat. I bend down to read the label. Whiskey. I leap away, shaking my head. 
  “No…” I whisper. There’s a cold fury taking over me and I stand shaking in the 
gloom, watching him, hating him. The whole car reeks of it. I lean forwards and smell it 
on his breath. 
  There’s a lighter on the dashboard and I consider it, genuinely consider setting 
him alight and watching the flickering hues of orange and yellow absorb him until he is 
nothing more than a dint in time. I flick the flame, carefully keeping it away from 
Molly’s face. I step towards him, hands shaking with exhilaration, ears ringing with 
noise.  
  Then she gurgles.  
  Then I hear her. 
  I pocket the lighter and crash to the floor, landing awkwardly on my elbow. I 
place her down on the wet ground and lean over her, desperately clawing at her face 
for a sign of life, a movement, anything. My heart crushes agonisingly in my ribcage 
and I hold my breath pressing my head against her mouth. Her lips don’t move. Her 
skin is ice white.  
  But I heard her.  
   I shake her and shake her until I’m more angry than anything, and I pound my 
fists against my knees. 
   I hear it again. It didn’t come from her. Slowly, I get to my feet, stepping over 
her. I open the back door of the car. A little girl looks up at me, her blue eyes brimming 
with tears, her little arms reaching out to me.  
  I stare at her. 
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  Same blue eyes, same blonde hair. Even down to the positioning of the mole on 
her cheek, although Molly’s is slightly higher. Only a mother would know.  
  I lift her out of the seat and hold her at arm’s length, examining her for any 
serious injury, before gingerly holding her against me. Her arms wrap around me. I 
shush her and wipe away her tears.  
  In the distance a train rattles past, screaming out into the empty air as it hurtles 
through the night. The full moon glares down over me and I feel myself exposed, my 
wounds glowing, the big empty hole where my heart used to be. I look at my daughter. 
  Once the thought is there I can’t shift it.  
 Voices rise in my head, screaming, shouting, chanting. I try to shake them away but 
they come back louder and louder. They’re back for good. For once, I’m not afraid and 
I welcome them back like old friends. 
  I undress the girl and stand her naked, barefoot in the road. I take the clothes 
gently and carefully off my daughter. I swap them over. 
  The girl looks radiant in Molly’s orange sundress.  
  I place my daughter into the shabby car seat and strap her in. Her head tilts 
away from me, eyes shut. I pace. I scream. I kick the car door. I pull at my hair and get 
down on my knees. Wrong. Evil. Cruel. The words float around my head. How can I 
leave her, here, alone? I go back to Tom and pull his head into my chest so that I can 
bury my face into his hair and smell his shampoo and aftershave. I kiss him on his cold 
lips and taste his blood on my own as I pull away. “Forgive me,” I whisper. 
  Then I stop thinking. Survival kicks in. I kiss Molly’s head and pull the girl into 











When I awaken the sky is black. I lie very still, listening to the rain lashing at the 
windows, listening to the eerie howl of the wind in the trees. I struggle to make out the 
numbers on the clock in the darkness, wondering if I've even been to sleep at all. I'm 
strangely dizzy, nauseous and I can feel pressure in my stomach, a surge of energy, 
foreboding. There's a hiss to the air. I look to my left and for a second see the outline of 
his body, the rise and fall of his shoulders as he sleeps, the gentle whisper of his breath. 
And then it's gone in an instant. Everything I ever had. 
  I slip into my raincoat and head down the stairs, forming a crucifix with my 
fingers and closing my eyes as I pass her bedroom door. I imagine her, crouched against 
the other side of the door, forehead against the wood watching me through x-ray eyes, a 
crooked smile on her face. Cheshire cat on the prowl.  
  I open the kitchen door and step out barefoot into the rain. The flagstones are 
cold and rough under my feet and the storm rages all around me. I close the door behind 
me and walk out into the night feeling calm, resolved. My body is weightless. I am 
transcending. In the distance I see bright lights against the inky sky.  
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  It doesn't take me long to get there. The coarse tarmac of the road cuts at the 
soles of my feet as I force myself forward, me and my trail of tears. I flinch with pain as 
the skin breaks and stings red hot with blood. I need the pain, I want the pain. I am 
Christ, I am here to suffer, I am here to right the wrongs. 
  I reach the place, the exact spot. I was worried I wouldn't remember, but the 
ground seems to fester and glow, lulling me towards it with an ethereal song too low to 
hear. So low that it seems to blend in with the rumble of the earth and the sway of the 
wind and the beat of my heart and I begin to wonder if I've heard it all my life.  I lie 
down in the road, the wet ground absorbing me, the tarmac clinging to my hair. I spread 
my arms wide and stare up into the moonlight: a huge white opal bursting through the 
clouds. I stare at it until I can't see anymore and the only thing in front of my eyes is a 
burning white haze. I shut them and try to remember. I mouth his name into the 
emptiness around me, chanting it like a curse, a spell.  I clench fistfuls of dirt and pour 
them over me. My wet hair clings to my scalp and my clothes are heavy with rain. I hug 
my arms around my chest and wait. Something has to change. 
  It's sooner than I expected. The car spins around the bend too fast, like before. I 
wait as it powers towards me, growing larger and larger by the second until I rise slowly 
like a spectre to meet it. There's a few seconds when I feel nothing. No pain, no fear, no 
emotion. I am an embryo, I am a foetus. I float through the air, managing nothing 
except respiration. And then time leaps forwards and I see his face through the 
windscreen. I am struck by how young he looks. Babies in Bentleys. His face contorts 
in slow motion, stretching to impossible lengths and I am reminded of my friend Edvard 
again. The Scream. I can't help but smile.  
  The car lurches to one side, wheels grinding and squealing against the tarmac. 
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The driver pounds at the horn and the wail goes right through me, shattering my bones. 
I see him again, as he passes: the sheer horror, the anger, the fear. I think about his tiny 
heart pounding in his rib cage. He spins off into the night and I watch him until he is a 
speck on the horizon. I feel better, somehow. I crawl back to the house and slip back 

























I wake up feeling bright and jump straight out of bed, pulling off my old clothes and 
changing into jeans and a t-shirt. I rush to the car. I start the engine and pull out of the 
drive. I head ten yards up the road and then turn around, pull back in the drive, rush into 
the house and grab the girl. She twists and contorts in my arms like a cobra, little white 
fangs and red eyes. “Sssssss!” She says. I thrust her into the back of the car and set off 
again.  
  I park in one of the little gravel spaces marked by semi-crushed cones at the 
bottom of the hill. The chapel looms in the distance, bright white, glowing. I feel a pain 
in my chest. Satan's spawn. I pluck the girl from where she has wedged herself, head 
first, under the passenger seat. She glares at me and creases her face into a scowl. I drag 
her up the hill by her wrist. We walk in silence. The steps seem to get steeper and 
steeper and the faster I walk the further away the chapel seems to get. I stop for a rest. 
She skips ahead and disappears into the shadows. I try to call out to her but I don't know 
what to say. “Molly?” I try. It sounds foreign, broken in my mouth. I spit it out and 
blood splatters the dirt. I bend down to look at it. The sign of the crucifix.  
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  I reach the top of the hill and there's no sign of her anywhere. I call out but 
there's no reply. The graveyard is empty this morning which surprises me. In my head 
I'd pictured more grieving widows, a community of us, all sprightly in yellow tunics, 
unstraightened hair, false smiles, too much makeup, little brats clinging to our arms but 
no, I am alone.  
  I retrace my steps in a trance. When I find the headstone, the relief is so great 
that I fall to my knees. I press my head against the cool surface and feel strangely light, 
almost content.  
  “What have I done?” I whisper, my voice carrying in the wind, echoing against 
the trees so that there are little voices all around me. “I'm so sorry, Tom.”  
  I press my face against the fresh dirt. I want to claw through it to get to him, to 
lay beside him and close the coffin lid over myself too. It was how it was meant to be. 
Anger floods through me and I punch the ground, flinching as my knuckles connect 
with the earth. We were meant to grow old together, we'd said it time and time again. 
And we meant it, it wasn't a cliché to us, it was a fact. I knew that we were different to 
other couples, we were stronger, better. Even his infidelity wouldn't have broken us. But 
I don't want to think about that. I get up swiftly and brush the soil off my cheeks. I scout 
around for the girl, retracing my steps and checking in bushes, behind gravestones and 
around the flower bed. No-where to be found. I try the heavy door to the chapel but it's 
bolted shut. 
  Panic rises. I jog down the steps to the car. She's not there either. Back up at the 
graveyard, I spin round in a circle calling out her name, the name, time and again until 
tears begin to stream down my face, until I’m not sure which little girl I’m shouting to. 
The one I’ve lost or the one I’ve found. The cloudy morning has collapsed into a thick 
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grey fog that creeps lower and lower until all around me begins to fade out of sight. I 
scream her name again and again until a sudden fury takes over me and I scream at the 
top of my voice: “Fuck you then! Fuck you! Fuck you!” I scream until I choke and 
clutch at my burning lungs. A hand falls on my back and I turn around and bat it away 
ferociously, my breath ragged, tears clinging to my jaw.  
  The vicar stands silently before me, one hand on the girl's shoulder, the other 
clutching the bible to his chest as if it  is the last one on earth. He regards me with eyes 
wide with alarm. I try to catch my breath. I imagine how I must look to him, wild, 
savage, a demon straight out of hell. I am the first sign of the apocalypse.  
  “Mum!” says the girl brightly, grabbing my hand and taking me by surprise. 
  “Yes. That's right,” I stutter. The man gawps at me for a moment before 
remembering himself. 
  “I found her wandering by the rose garden,” he says. 
  “Yes, thank you. I told you not to run off like that,” the girl blinks up at me, a 
sneer on her face. The storm rumbles above. We all look up at the black sky.  
  I grip the girl by the arm and try to pull her away but she remains rooted to the 
spot staring up into the mass of clouds. I wonder what she can see that I can’t, and I feel 
suddenly cold and sick to my stomach.  
  “You should keep a better watch over her,” scolds the vicar weakly, his eyes 
bright with suspicion. 
  “I will,” I say, forcing a smile. “Thank you, Vicar.” He slopes off, casting a 
glance back over his shoulder at the mad woman and the devil child. “Come on,” I say 
pulling the girl away. “What are you playing at?” The girl looks up at me and she is 
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smiling, there's a simple, innocent joy that I haven't seen in a long time. And I swear, 



























There are flowers on my desk. White lilies in a rounded vase, heads drooping, water 
slightly cloudy. I feel a thousand eyes rip through me as I sit down in my chair and go 
about my routine of opening my bag, positioning my notebook and pencil case on the 
desk, switching on the monitor. There's a card too, a bright blue envelope, ‘Katie’ 
written in swirly handwriting with a Disney style bubble over the 'i'. It's all too polite, 
too cheery. It’s not my fucking name. Flowers and cards are for birthdays. Not for 
deathdays.  
  I open the envelope carefully, and pull out the folded card. There’s a cartoon 
picture of a rabbit with a sad face and a tear rolling down the grey fur of its cheek. It’s 
holding an empty basket and carrots litter the path. She has dropped the carrots. How 
fucking terrible for her.  
  Inside the card is a little generic paragraph about how those we love never truly 
leave us. Most people have just signed 'sorry for your loss' but some people have felt it 
is their right to infect me with their potent words. ‘Tom has been welcomed into the 
kingdom of God,' writes Gloria from Estates, 'may he rest in peace and may the Lord 
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Jesus look over you and your child'. I don't want the Lord Jesus looking over me. He 
hasn’t done a very good job so far. What can he possibly do now? Unless he can 
resurrect Tom, and replace him in my life, all bruised and sewn up and traumatised, but 
alive. Then I'd be interested. 
  Someone called ‘Chuck’ from Marketing has written a long paragraph about 
how much he liked Tom and how well they got on, which is bollocks, absolute rubbish. 
I'd never heard Tom mention him. I wouldn't be able to pick him out of a line up.  
  I interview each woman separately in my head. I'm still none the wiser. It 
wouldn't be Chelsea from Admin, he despised her, he used to mock her, talking about 
her weekends at Glam Club, mimicking her squeaky voice as she complained about 
Jack or Callum or Will, her latest pulls, all loving her one minute and then dumping her 
around the back of McDonalds, telling her to walk home.  
  There's a nervous cough behind me and I turn around in my chair. It's Frank, 
pasty and putrid in a beige shirt, hair greased back. Frank is a pathetic excuse for a 
human being, a big, fat, insignificant zero. No wife, no kids, no social life, hobbies or 
interests. Frank is the sort of person who should die in a road accident. He's the one that 
should be under six feet of earth. And I wouldn't even sign his pathetic sympathy card.  
  I sit politely whilst Frank struggles with his words. In the end he opts to treat me 
like a child, bending down beside me and sighing, too close to my face. I try to back 
away but my chair hits the drawers at the side of my desk.  
  “Kate,” he begins, a pained expression on his face, nervously fiddling with his 
jam jar glasses. “Kate, on behalf of the company I want to express to you how very 
sorry we are and if there is anything you need, then just say the word.” I should 
appreciate his kindness but it’s too tiring. Too trying. Too testing.  
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  I stay silent and nod my head. Frank has his hand on my knee now and I want to 
bat him away, claw his eyes out, leave him for dead on the carpet, but I know that in his 
borderline sexual impropriety he means well. He's probably been on one of those 
positive reinforcement classes that teach you how to talk to your plebs, how to gaze into 
their eyes, put a gentle hand on them to reassure them that you care and the thousands 
of pounds between your pay scales is nothing.  
  “I understand that this might not be the right time, but I just wanted to let you 
know that if you ever need to talk to anyone, we have a company counsellor who you 
can go see at any time. No need to ask.”  
  I seize the opportunity. 
  “Great. I'll go now.”  I stand up, his hand flopping off my knee.  
  “Yes, of course,” he stammers, struggling to his feet and patting me awkwardly 
on the back as I walk away. 
  The company counsellor is a tall woman with thinning dyed blonde hair in a 70s 
style with a stern grimace and sad blue eyes. I like her instantly. She's the type of 
woman who sighs when you enter the room but gives up her time for you anyway. She's 
a sacrificial superhero. The best kind. I know she hates her job. I know she probably 
hates her husband. He'll be a Dave or a Paul or a Charlie. He'll like Rugby League and 
drink Tuborg and laugh at girls in bikinis being sprayed with mud on TV. But she stays 
with him, all the same. The little sacrifices we women make. I smile to myself. I wonder 
if this connects us, on some womanly ethereal level. This joint suffering, this history of 
womankind. 
  She eyes me from her hard-plastic chair. I choose the blue one on the left. I 
wonder if this is a test. She's made some assumptions about me already; I can tell. I see 
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her gaze smooth over the creases in my mustard cotton jumper, the snag in the wrist 
where I caught it on the car door earlier this morning, the crumbs on my collar. She says 
her name is Pam. It's a nice name, comforting almost. Pam Pam Pam. Diazepam. You 
can trust a Pam. Pam is a straight-talking name. No airs and graces, nothing fake. So I 
sit and tell her about Tom and the whole damn thing, or at least the PG version, and to 
my surprise she doesn't ooh and ahh and pet my leg or sigh. She doesn't tut or curse or 
shift uncomfortably in her seat. She looks me straight in the eye. And then she takes a 
file from out of thin air and asks me about Sam. That’s when I get up so fast that I crack 
the blue plastic chair, leaving it crushed in my wake. 
  Later that night I sit on the living room floor watching the girl hit Molly's 
favourite doll against the arm of the sofa. She doesn't seem to have taken to it in the way 
Molly did. Thud thud thud, the plastic head of the doll bounces against the red fabric, its 
black wayward hair rising and falling, its eyes shaking in their petrified sockets. I let 
her. She deserves it after today. I left her at my mother’s this morning, which is 
probably the cruellest thing I’ve done since abducting her.   
  There's a bottle of red wine between my knees and I slurp from it greedily, 
droplets rolling down my neck. I want to see the girl in her natural habitat. I watch her 
face as she abuses the doll. There's no malice or anger there, no venom behind her eyes. 
Just curiosity. And then she turns and looks at me. I stiffen. She walks towards me on 
unsteady legs, I crawl across the carpet to meet her halfway and we stop, in this 
primitive animal way and examine each other, our faces close together. I try to smell her 
blood to find out who she is. Gently, gently, I knick her arm with my nail and a thin line 
of red appears. She doesn't flinch and barely even looks at the cut. I lick the blood away 
from her arm. It tastes almost right.  
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  We sleep together curled up in front of the fire, the severed head of the doll, 



























In the garden there were limestone walls as high as horses with spiny yellow ivy 
creeping between the cracks. There were neat rows and rows of roses: red, pink, yellow 
and orange, lined up like soldiers in their soil beds.  
  The girl was small and scrawny, with a shaved head and piercing eyes. Her 
knees were stained by grass and dirt. She wore a boy's t-shirt and khaki shorts. She 
paced the garden before finding her brother in the courtyard. She gripped the handles 
of the boy's wheelchair and sprinted towards the far wall. She picked up speed, so that 
his pale brown hair fell back off his forehead and billowed behind him. His face was 
blank, but she knew inside he was laughing. The garden was full of laughter but neither 
of them made a sound. 
  They reached the shed and the girl propped the boy against it, pushing the brake 
on his wheelchair and double checking it, as usual. He gazed ahead. In the shed she 
found all manner of interesting items: watering cans, shears, floral gloves, plastic bags 
filled with compost, all sizes of plant pots. In the corner of the shed was a huge sack 
containing several small green packets with the words 'Plant Food' printed across the 
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middle in red letters. As she reached inside, the corner of one of the packs was open and 
covered her hand in white powder. She held it to her face. It smelt like Anna's cooking. 
  When she re-emerged the boy was almost smiling. She put her arms around his 
neck and brushed her face against his hair. She thought that they hardly looked alike at 
all.  His face was warmer than hers, kind round eyes and dark lips. He was tall, but in 
his chair, she was head and shoulders above him. He looked a lot like their Uncle Greg, 
their Mother's youngest brother, who they hadn't met but had seen in the photographs 
he sent from his home in Australia. He always looked so happy. He was an explorer, 
and one of the girl's favourite games was pretending to be him, dashing through the 
trees, fighting off wild animals, the boy at her side. Greg was the hero of her dreams, 
and she treasured the letters she had from him, especially the ones where he asked them 
to visit. She dreamt that he'd whisk them away from here and that they'd live happily, 
exploring the outback together. She wished she looked like him too. Instead she looked 
like her father, all angular and severe and straight.  
  She pushed the boy to the fountain and they watched the colours of the setting 
sun sparkle in the little pool, the jets of water flying up from the stone fish's mouth and 
then landing, with a gentle splash, back into the pool. Out of the corner of her eye the 
girl saw the head of a crumpled yellow rose, lying dead across the paving stones. She 
took it in her hands and peeled the petals away, letting them fall into the pool one by 
one. “They love me,” she said, her voice no more than a hoarse whisper. “They love me 
not.” The petals all sank down, down into the darkness below.  
  The girl spent some time washing the boy's feet with the water from the fountain. 
He did not stir or take his eyes away from the fading sunset. She wondered what it was 
like to be trapped inside your own private prison cell, screaming inside. After a while 
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the girl became aware of Anna, standing at the conservatory door. She regarded her 
with a haunting expression, one of suspicion and curiosity and the girl knew she was in 
trouble. The boy stirred beside her. He raised one arm in a silent, painful salute. A 
miracle! Everything changed in an instant. Anna didn’t seem to notice.  
  “Come inside, your mother and father will be home soon,” she called. The girl 
reluctantly obliged.  
  The table was set for three. Her father was waylaid so the girl ate with her 
mother in silence. There was a sharpness to the air around her father's empty chair. 
Over her mother's shoulder she could see the boy through the window, by the fountain 
where she left him. It had turned dark and rain had started to fall. It sloshed down 
across his face and trickled down his pale shirt, so that it stuck to his chest. She knew 
better than to speak out.  
  “Eat everything up,” said her mother. “It's important that you eat everything 
up.” She glanced at Anna and something was said in their eyes, something secret and 
intricate and delicate and in a language the girl didn't understand. Anna placed her 
hand on the girl's shoulder and she swallowed the last of her peas. 
  Later that night, the girl wheeled the boy up the slope to the kitchen, her eyes 
bloodshot, the veins in her tiny arms straining and bulging. The wheels of his chair left 
wet smudges across the beige carpet of the hall. In her hands was a twisted-up napkin 
filled with dessert she had stolen from the fridge when Anna’s back was turned.  She fed 
him the leftover cheesecake with a plastic fork. She had to chew for him, moving his jaw 












I stand in my parents' hallway like a stranger, staring at the blank faces of unknown 
people on the walls, the portraits of happy living hell. Those blank faces are ours. My 
family. But they've never seemed further away. I can barely recognise my mother, prim, 
proper, purple for all occasions, those hard walnut eyes almost lighting up the frames. 
My father is no more than a stranger, never quite looking into the camera, always 
looking, searching for something in the distance. I wonder if he ever found it. Sam is so 
pale and thin that he's almost not there. His skin seems to glow, otherworldly, haunting. 
The scrawny girl stood next to him, I can't recognise. I'll never recognise her again. The 
more I stare at her, the more she seems to fade away, until only a faint outline is left 
across the photos, a memory of something.  
  The cuckoo clock calls four o'clock, and I jump, stumbling over the discarded 
footwear near the door. I glance up at the old clock, a ghastly relic from the 
grandmother I never knew, and I swear, just for a second, that a magpie shoots through 
the little wooden doors. I blink and it's just the same old cuckoo bird. 
  My mother appears in the doorway, glaring down her nose at me. She’s always 
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had a way of making me feel small, even though I'm almost a head taller than her. I shift 
uncomfortably in my holey jumper and old jeans. She looks me up and down, chews her 
lip then forces her face into a smile.  
  “Kate, you're here.” I nod and follow her into the lounge, taking it all in again. 
My old home feels alien, and I have to run my fingers across the walls to make sure that 
it’s real. I feel a sharp pain in my side and as I flinch I hear a whisper in the wind. The 
girl waves to me from the kitchen, her arms up to her elbows in bubbles, red plastic 
apron past her knees. I wave back and settle awkwardly on the edge of the 'best' sofa. I 
was never allowed to sit on it as a child, and it still feels wrong now, even though I am 
an adult and deemed responsible enough not to spill my juice or let my crayon slip. 
  “We've been baking,” explains my mother and I nod, watching the girl wash her 
hands in the bowl through the slit of the door.  
  My mother leans forwards so suddenly that I jump, the leather sofa crumpling 
and complaining.  
  “There's something different about that girl,” she says, gripping my wrist with 
her long, spiny fingers, staring into my eyes. There's a rushing in my ears and all I can 
taste is cool, metallic blood. Images flash in front of my eyes. The car. The lights. Tom. 
The girl in the sundress. The rain running down the back of my neck. The tears catch in 
the back of my eyes. When I try to speak my throat is dry and sharp.  
  “What do you mean?” I whisper. My mother sighs and releases me. I glance up 
into the kitchen and the girl has gone. Fresh panic washes over me. I move to stand up, 
but I see her, through the window in the garden. My father watches over her half-
heartedly from the lounger, paper sprawled across his legs, tumbler in his lap. She 
jumps and runs around, calling for him to watch as she performs but he always looks up 
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too late and misses the trick. I watch her little face fall and crumple every time. I know 
that feeling too well. 
  My mother's cold eyes search my face. I remain straight and upright. Fight back 
the tears. Breathe slowly. Calmly. Eventually she gives in. 
  “I don't know what it is exactly, but she seems different. In personality, mainly. 
She's certainly grown in confidence a lot. Her accent has changed a bit, don't you think? 
And then...” She pauses and sighs. 
  “What?” I hiss. My mother looks at her hands, twisting her wedding ring.  
  “She looks different. From the last time we saw her. I know she was only a 
baby, but she’s even different from the photos you’d send. You see, I always thought 
she looked a bit like.... Sam.” 
  I freeze, shocked. My mother hasn't mentioned Sam's name for the last twenty 
years. Whenever she tried it seemed to get stuck in her throat, threatening to strangle 
her, threatening to break her apart. She always stopped short but I always knew who she 
meant. The big hole in all our lives.  
  “I saw Sam in her. She had his temperament too, so happy, so gentle, so delicate 
and now...”  We watch the girl stumble across the yard, her hair flowing in the breeze. 
Almost three months has passed since the crash. She has put on weight, I notice, but it’s 
not just that. Her face is stronger, tougher, her jaw squaring, her eyes darkening. I 
shudder and look away. 
  “What are you trying to say?” I ask my mother, trying to keep my voice calm, 
level. My mother runs a hand across her face.  
  “I'm not trying to say anything, Kate, don't get defensive. I just wonder about the 
effect of all this on her. I wonder if you’re coping.” 
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  “Of course I'm coping!” I snap. “These things happen, we have to just forget it, 
you know that.” She winces and I see the pain run through her, “I'm just following your 
lead, forgetting Tom like you forgot Sam, it didn't take you long did it? Bet you can't 
even remember his face.” My mother strikes me across the cheek, not hard, but enough 
to shut me up and send a ripple of shock through my body.  
  “I think about him every single day,” she hisses through clenched teeth. I run a 
hand over my cheek, my eyes wide. Guilt stabs at my stomach.  
  We sit in silence for a few minutes, watching the day fade to dusk.  
  “Look,” I say, breaking the silence. “Kids change a lot at this age. She's just 
growing up. We're coping fine. I'm coping fine.”  
  My mother looks up at me with watery bloodshot eyes. “I know what you are, 
Kate,” she whispers, through tears, turning my blood to ice. “I just want to protect that 
girl-” 
  “Protect her from what?” I ask, standing up and walking to the door. “From 
me?! What do you think I'd do?” 
  “Don't push me,” my mother whispers in a strange pained voice I've never heard 
before. 
  “That's enough,” a voice booms from the doorway and we both turn to see my 
father, emblazoned against the fading light like a giant, the girl at his side.  
  I open my mouth to retort but realise he's not looking at me. He's looking at my 
mother. And she is looking back at him with so much anger I think she'll snap. There's 
silence. She purses her lips and he nods at her. Something passes between them and I 
watch her slowly calm and shrivel into nothingness. A flash of deja vu passes through 
me. I see Sam's eyes and then nothing. All of a sudden, the room feels a lot colder. 
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“Come on,” I say to the girl, seizing her by the shoulders. “It's time we left.” 
  I treat the girl to takeaway pizza and we sit together on the living room floor, 
eating out of the box and watching cartoons. She grins up at me and I loop an arm 
around her shoulder. In the back of my mind, my mother’s words play over and over 
again. She was right of course, now that I look back at it. I always thought my daughter 
was like Tom, that's why she was so gentle, so happy, but it was Sam too, Sam's blood 
that runs inside me, our shared soul. I sometimes forget that we were really related, Sam 
and I, because we were so different. I am darkness and he was light. He was joy and I, 
well, I am despair. But we were made from the same genes. Surely somewhere inside 
me somewhere, deep down, is the same goodness that he radiated? 
  I wasn't allowed to see Sam when he died. My mother said it wouldn't be right. I 
remember peering through the porthole window of the ward door, the wire like 
crosshairs, the dust obscuring my view. Straining on tip toes, all I could see were 
machines and blue and yellow sheets. There were teddy bears printed on the sheets all 
holding paws and I remembered thinking that he would have liked that. But who ever 
really knew what he liked?  
       * 
I remember my brother's funeral vaguely, in the way that one might recall a strange 
dream the following morning. When I try to see the church, the flowers, the little people 
in black and white, it's all obscured by a dense purple fog, a mist so thick that I can't 
even see my own hands in front of my face. I walk among them like a ghost, silent, 
unseen. I remember it was a crisp, bright morning. There was dew on the grass and 
white snowdrops on the lawn. It was a sombre affair. No one spoke except for the vicar 
with his low Glasgow lilt, his voice like a hum in the breeze to lull me to sleep, or rather 
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to lull my brother into a peaceful sleep. I felt nothing that day. I didn't shed a tear. I 
stared down at the coffin and couldn't see it for anything more than what it was: a piece 
of wood, a box in the earth, non-descript, nothing. I tried as hard as I could to imagine 
Sam inside, but as much as I squeezed my eyes tight and clenched my fists I couldn't 
remember what he looked like.  
  I remember the guilty bubble of excitement when I saw my uncle arrive, his taxi 
pulling up outside the chapel. My father sighed as mother gasped with glee. I waited for 
my hero, the young, dashing adventurer I’d dreamt of. I even wondered if he’d come for 
me, to take me exploring in the jungle like he’d promised in his postcards.  
  My uncle was a lie. My uncle was a character that I didn't create. He wasn't 
meant to be there. He'd slipped onto the pages and everything was ruined. He destroyed 
the plot. The young, blonde champion of my youth, the smiling young man on the photo 
above the fireplace replaced by an old man, grizzled and grey, paunchy face swollen by 
a love of wine. He walked with a limp and his eyes struggled to make me out in the 
bright room.  
  "Tell me about Australia, Uncle," I asked at the wake, trying to conceal my 
disappointment.  
  "It's a fucking dump," he said without looking at me, downing the contents of 
his glass.  
  "Waste a time, none of your kangaroos and beach parties and girls in bikinis. 
Just wasters and pikeys and fucking ex-pats seeking the same impossible dream."  
  We got home in the late afternoon. My father had instructed my uncle to stay at 
the hotel on the other side of town. There had been choice words. A gloomy, stale 
silence hung over us in the car. 
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  To my surprise my mother and father retired to their room and remained there 
for the rest of the day and night. For the first time ever, I had free roam of the house. I 
couldn't believe my luck. I wandered across the halls, pulling open doors, searching 
through the cupboards, the huge dresser in the spare room, the cabinet in the hallway 
where all the forbidden bottles of booze glimmered with colour. I opened a few at 
random, dipping my fingers into the liquid, but to my disappointment they all tasted like 
medicine.  
  I went outside and stared at my paradise, my playground. The garden was 
soaked with light and had never looked so beautiful. The hot sun flickered against my 
skin. A light breeze whistled through the trees. I felt joy and excitement rise in me, my 
heart beating faster. I was free, I could do anything I wanted to do. I started to jog 
forwards, across the path, picking up speed until I was running, laughing louder and 
louder. And then I stopped. My laughter died in my throat. I looked behind me and the 
whole house was in shadow. The darkness was creeping in, I noticed, slowly but surely, 
from the cracks and crevices, the dark corners of the earth. I stood for a moment, 
breathing heavily, taking it all in. I stared around the garden, at the trees I loved to 
climb, the flowerbeds where I would dig for treasure, the pond where I would watch the 
fish. I felt no pleasure in it. I was free to do what I pleased but nothing pleased me. The 
grass felt cold under my feet.  
  I turned away and walked back to the door without looking back. I walked back 












The sky is purple. I sip tea from the warm mug in my hands, cradling it to my chest. I 
watch from the bedroom window as spots of rain litter the glass, turning the road 
outside a dark reddish brown, pattering down on all the little cars rushing past below. 
The girl sits by my feet, playing silently with Molly's soft toy alligator, turning it over in 
her hands, prodding at the little plastic eyes. I watch her for a while, her face contorted 
into a frown of concentration, her lips mouthing words that don't come. On impulse, I 
sit down in front of her and gently pull her towards me so that we are toe-to-toe, like I 
used to do with Molly. 
  “What's this?” I ask softly, pointing at the toy.  
  “Crocodile,” she replies, and I nod. Pretty much. She looks up at me uncertainly 
and I smile the best I can. But then, before I can react, she throws her arms open wide 
and grabs me around the neck, pulling me with surprising strength into an embrace. I 
don't push her away. My horror subsides and I pull her onto my knee, feeling the 
warmth of another human, smelling the bubble-gum shampoo scent of her hair. The 
phone rings and I get up carefully, carrying her with me. 
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  At first, I don't recognise the voice on the other end of the line. It's breathless 
and panting, rushing its words. The sounds of city traffic rage through the handset: cars 
revving, horns honking, people shouting, and I have to strain to hear.  
  “Kate, I am so sorry. I've only just heard about Tom. I'm on my way over.” I 
cringe and my body convulses with ice cold shivers. 
  “You don't need to do that, Clair,” I say, quickly, putting the girl down on the 
edge of the bed and turning my back on her. 
  “No, I'm coming, I'm on my way now. You need a friend right now, Kate, I'm 
not having any of it. Why didn't you tell me?!” I sigh and look at myself in the full-
length mirror. Scraggy unwashed hair, black bags under my red eyes, t-shirt hanging off 
my shoulder blades. I've lost weight.  
  “I didn't know what to say.” My voice fades out in a hiss. I hear her intake of 
breath.  
  “I won't be long,” she says, and I hang up and throw the phone across the room. 
I turn around and the girl has disappeared. I collapse onto the bed and curl up into a 
tight ball. 
  I met Clair at school. She was three years older, tough, wild, dyed hair. She used 
to beat up the boys and then cry about it later. She was a troubled soul and she loved it. 
It was her greatest act. She never cut her wrists but drew lines across her arms in red gel 
pen to create the illusion. She wrote god-awful poetry and made me listen to it, in the 
park at nightfall, shivering in our anoraks, clutching torches to our chins. Her parents 
were junkies, but she was raised by loving foster parents who gave her and her younger 
brother all the attention they could dream of. I never met her foster mother, but I 
imagined her to be a goddess, a warm, plump bundle of love, smelling of cookie mix 
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and oats, always wearing an apron, always holding her arms out for cuddles. Clair didn't 
really gel with the other girls at school. She was too short, too aggressive, too 
emotional. She had undiagnosed anger issues. She threw things at teachers and then 
brought them thank you cards and apples the next day. My parents hated her and it 
made me like her even more. In truth, I liked her because she was different too. She 
liked me because I was an easy target.  
  She grew up, I just grew older. The dyed hair became a prim, neat bun in 
dishwater brown, the attitude problem somehow faded into smart, professional, hard yet 
fair. She may as well have died. She’s a business professional in London somewhere, I 
can never quite remember what she does but it’s something to do with importing spices 
and robbing poor countries. When she speaks now she has an accent. She’s the sort of 
person whose voice rises at the end, who always turns everything into a question, who 
elongates her vowels. I don't mind any of those things, but I did mind when she left me, 
waiting at Kings Cross, alone and irritated while she wined and dined her posh mates, 
her business pals. I asked why she didn't invite me too. She said I wouldn't fit in. I'd 
never fitted in to anything, she knew that, and she'd never minded that before. 
Something had broken, I felt it snap. 
  We didn't speak much after that. I met Tom, she met investors. I married, she 
divorced. I bought a house, she bought a factory in India. I had a child, she exploited 
them.  
  I wash my hair quickly in the basin and try my best to tame the wild tangles. I 
dress in a plain white shirt and grey slacks. I find the girl in the kitchen with the cat. At 
first, I think they're playing and then I hear her hiss, hear the girl cry out with nasty 
laughter, hear the cat whimper and growl. When I walk in they both fall silent. The cat 
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pleads with me with sharp, angry eyes. I lock it outside. I brush the girl's hair and she 
cries, tear after tear. I wipe them away silently and bribe her with chocolate.  
  The house feels empty and cold. I look at it properly for the first time in ages. 
Everything is broken, ruined or wrecked. Everything is old, empty or tarnished. All 
around me is chaos and destruction.  
  She arrives later than I expected and bundles me into a bone-crushing hug, her 
tears over-flowing onto my shirt. I listen as she tells me how terrible it is, as if I don't 
already know, and what a shame it is, as if she'd even met Tom or bothered to ask about 
him before. I stand in silence as she busies around me, petting at me, fussing, mopping 
her own theatre tears. If this is sympathy then take it back, burn it, let it rot.  
  She waves a crumpled edition of the Metro in front of me, and to my horror I see 
myself and the girl in a small square towards the bottom. I take it off her and open it up. 
I’m wearing a long black raincoat and my hair is glistening with rain. It must have been 
taken at the funeral. Bastards. Luckily, the girl has her back to the camera and all that 
can be seen is her long blonde hair flowing down her back. The tagline reads ‘WIDOW, 
34, OF MAN KILLED IN ROAD ACCIDENT ATTENDS FUNERAL AS DRINK 
DRIVER, 38, IS INCARCERATED.’ I feel sick. I skim the article, but I can barely take 
my eyes away from my face.  
  “I’m smiling…” I whisper out loud. “It looks like I’m smiling…” My mouth is 
open in a wide smile, my eyes bright and skin flushed. How? I press my fingers into my 
temple, trying my best to think back. Was it possible that I laughed at my own 
husband’s funeral? Clair peers over my shoulder and there’s an awkward pause where 
she clears her throat.  




  We do the soap-opera thing, tea and biscuits to make it all better, talking at the 
kitchen table, holding hands awkwardly. I tell her the story. I've told it so many times 
that I can completely detach from it. It doesn't feel like a memory anymore. It doesn't 
belong to me. It's not about me. Third person would be better. She coos and ums and 
ahs in all the right places.  
  The girl creeps up behind her like a demon and Clair clamps her hands over her 
mouth, shaking her head at how much she's grown, how different she looks from the 
photos. She opens her arms for a hug but the girl backs away and shakes her head, 
afraid of the loud, eccentric woman in our kitchen. I feel anger flare in me. What right 
has she to be here, to be drinking up my pain? To be scaring the girl and destroying the 
progress I've made? To be walking through our fields of pain and hurt with her brash 
words and designer clothes? In this moment I truly hate her.   
  “Don't be silly,” says Clair, getting up and stepping towards the girl. “Come give 
your Auntie Clair a big cuddle.” The girl backs away again, crashing into the kitchen 
cupboard. Her eyes well with tears.  
  “Leave her,” I say firmly, and Clair looks round at me, surprised, hurt. 
  “Come here,” I tell the girl, but she is angry, betrayed, her little eyes red. 
  “I want my mum!” she shouts, running from the room, stumbling through the 
doorway. The cat howls outside.  I sigh and run a hand through my hair. I can feel Clair 
staring at me. The silence hangs between us. I avoid her eyes. 
  “Why would she say that?” asks Clair.  
  “I don't know,” I say quickly. “She's been through a lot.”  I glance up and Clair 
stares at me with sharp black eyes. I can't hold her gaze. 
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  “Is there something you're not telling me?” she asks quietly, a threat in her 
voice. I suddenly remember her at fifteen, towering over the boys, making them 
tremble, making them cry as she struck kick after kick at them, the fury and malice in 
her laughter.  
  I stand up so that I am taller than her.  
  “What are you trying to say?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm, level.  Clair 
weakens. Her eyes cast around the room. They settle on the photo of Tom. She moves 
towards it but I block her off. “It's time you left,” I say quietly. There's silent fury 
behind her eyes but to my surprise she smiles.  
  “Everyone always said you were crazy but I stood up for you, I looked out for 
you. Looks like they were right all along.” She turns on heel and leaves, slamming the 
door behind her. I watch her storm down the path.  
  I race into the living room and seize the girl by the arm, dragging her to her feet. 
She cries out in protest.  
  “Don't you ever say that again, do you hear me?” I point my finger in her face, 
tight grip on her shoulder as she tries to pull away. “I’m your mother and I always have 
been. You’d have frozen to death if it wasn’t for me. You’d be dead!” 
  She squeals and tries to break away. “I said do you hear me?” I thunder, and I 
can see her breathing hard, I can almost hear her little heart pounding. I shake her and 
she nods, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks. I let go of her and she jumps 
backwards away from me, choking for breath, fear etched across her face. I look down 
at my hands, lined and red from my grip on her. The rage leaves me and the guilt pours 
in like tar, consuming me, clogging up my lungs so I can barely breathe, blocking up 
my throat so that I think I'll choke. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror; a monster 
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In the long nights I sit in the darkness staring at the blank walls thinking of her: False 
Molly. Real Molly. Through the cracks in the plaster, little eyes stare back at me. 
They're not scared or vulnerable, not happy or cheerful, they're cold and judging. 
They're filled with hate.  
  I never hated her, how could I? She was beautiful, she was my blood. She grew 
inside me from nothing more than a cluster of cells, I went through agony for her. I 
didn't hate her. But I couldn’t love her either, there was always something in between, 
something latching onto my emotions and breaking them before they could emerge. I 
found myself trapped in that void, the gaps between love and hate, the gaps between 
happiness and sadness, the gaps between us.  
  For many nights now, I've paced the hall listening to the sounds of the other girl, 
the usurper, the changeling, breathing, crying out in her sleep, mumbling words to 
herself. I want to hate her for replacing her. I want to despise her. I want to find this 
whole thing ludicrous. But I can't. A three-year-old has been replaced with another 
three-year-old and that's all it is. This one might not share my blood, my flesh, my bone, 
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but it is real and breathing and alive and I feel nothing. 
  I realised there was something wrong with me in my early teens. There was 
something missing, something different, something that I couldn't quite put my finger 
on but was always there, whispering in my ear, haunting me. I never knew what it was 
but it followed me everywhere. It crept up on me when I was least expecting it; at 
parties, mid-laugh, my smile falling into a frown. Walking down the street and it would 
hit me, my feet rooted to the pavement, unable to run or pull away. When I met Tom, 
there was always a part of me that thought he could cure me. For a while I thought he 
had, but it turns out that you can't put a plaster on a broken bone. The truth is, I'm rotten 
to the core and there's no fixing that.  
  It's something that you're born with, it's something that you're stuck with. It 
sucks all the happiness out of everything and everything around you and replaces it with 
black. Sometimes I can only see in greyscale. It took me a long time to realise that it 
was my fault my mother was like she was. I filled her with poison. It was over-
exposure. How could anyone spend years around me and come off alright? I am 
radioactive. I am toxic.  
  It got to Tom in the end too. I spent so much time trying to bridge the gaps 
between us that I didn't realise that the rot had started inside us. If he hadn't died I'd 
have killed him with my bitter, acidic love, I'd have drowned him in my kisses, I'd have 
broken his back with my laughter, I'd have burnt the skin off his hands with my dreams. 
By the time he realised, it was too late. He tried to get away but you can't run. You can't 
hide. I will find you every time. 
  I could forgive myself for that. For breaking the people I truly loved because 
everyone is a bit broken inside anyway. But what I could never forgive myself for was 
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becoming my mother. Becoming the heartless, cold, brazen, exasperated woman that I'd 
resented my entire life. I failed myself. I didn't only become her; I thrived as her. I 
remember sitting, crossed-legged watching the baby wave its little arms about in its crib 
and I felt nothing. Sometimes I looked at her so much that I stopped seeing her. I don't 
know who cried more. I listened to her wail night after night while Tom slept soundly. I 
sobbed into my pillow. I never went to her. I went to the door and shushed her, tried to 
coo, to calm her. But I couldn't look at her. I couldn't see my own failure laid out so 
openly in front of me.  
  I knew it would be like this. I prayed to every God I could think of for a boy. I 
ate pine nuts, avocados, cherries and wheatgrass. I drank coffee by the gallon. 
Nevertheless, she persisted.  
  Tom suggested I go to the doctors. He didn't just suggest, he insisted. There was 
a sharpness in his voice that I'd never heard before. I knew he was gone then. It was 
only a matter of time. I went to the doctor. His words came out in tumbles of sounds. I 
am not a check-list. I am not a dictionary definition. I am not a spreadsheet of statistics. 
I am not a self-help manual. I am not a charity poster or a balloon with a smiley face on 
it. I am not a cup of tea and a chat with a friend. I am a human being. He looked at me 
as if I were speaking a different language. I guess I've been speaking an alien language 
my whole life.  
  It was only when I saw her dead that I realised that there was a huge crater in my 
life where she was meant to be. I didn't feel the bond when I held her in my arms. My 
heart didn't leap when she took her first steps or said her first word. I never felt the 
things I should. But she was there, in my soul, she slotted in in her own little way, 
unique, a feeling I could never describe. Holding her cold body against me I realised I'd 
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loved her more than anything. More than anyone.  I wanted to shout it from the 
rooftops, I wanted to tell the world: “Look at me! I am normal! I am a statistic!” Most 
of all I wanted to tell Tom. I had the key now. I had the missing piece that would make 
it all alright, that would fix us, that would make him love me again, like he used to do. 
But the irony was that I had to lose them to gain them. What a fucking world. 
  I think about the new girl and wonder if I will ever learn to love her, if we can 
ever be normal. I can see the rot is already setting in. There's a darkness behind her 
eyes. This is what I do. I take pure souls and infect them. I take people's lives away. I 
suck away their souls. I turn them to ash. Tom was a pill but not a cure. He helped to 
combat the effects, to soothe the pain, to slow down the rot but he could never stop it. 
Tom was everything and I am nothing. The worst part of this, the most painful memory 
of all is that my daughter loved me so much. She loved me naturally, the way I should 
have loved her. She held out her arms and called for me, every day, every night, despite 
me rarely showing her any affection, despite me never having a smile for her, or a warm 
hug or a song. Her face lit up when she saw me. And I could never do the same for her.  
I would always think: tomorrow. There's always tomorrow. I'll try harder tomorrow. 
















In the garden there were limestone walls as high as horses with spiny yellow ivy 
creeping between the cracks. There were neat rows and rows of roses: red, pink, yellow 
and orange, lined up like soldiers in their soil beds. The girl was sitting with her back 
against the wheels of the boy's chair. She couldn’t see him, but she could feel the curve 
of his elbow and hear his low breathing, and it gave her comfort. She used to think that 
they were connected, that when they were apart there was something that bound them 
together, that she could read his thoughts and he knew how she was feeling. But it 
turned out that none of that was true. She could never feel that close to him ever again. 
  There was a warmth around him that cast a golden glow across the early winter 
morning. There was something strange about the day, the pale pink sky and frosted 
trees, the blackbirds and crows circling above, she was uneasy but still and calm. She 
thought of time passing slowly and then fast. This is growing old, she thought. The girl 
watched as a worm wriggled in the grass, straining and arching its body to clamber 
over the blades. She wondered what time felt like for him.  
  She turned around to look at him, scraping her knees on the flagstones. He 
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looked through her, past her. She sometimes wondered if he could see her soul. She took 
his hand and put it against hers. His palm was slightly larger, his fingers longer, but 
other than that they were almost the same. She used to dream that they were twins, even 
conjoined twins, at the arm or hip, and no one would ever be able to tear them apart, 
not even for a moment. He would never go to the hospital again, no more appointments, 
no more days without him. They would be one. Her dreams were so vivid that she would 
wake up in tears. Sometimes she prayed she'd never wake up. 
  It happened in an instant. The girl's eyes met another’s through the trees. She 
jumped, and her heart ached with sudden pain. She sensed the boy's panic. She laid a 
hand on his arm to calm him.  
  She had disappeared as quick as the girl had seen her, a ghost in the breeze, and 
then she appeared again, porcelain skin and dark hair, great walnut eyes. That all too 
familiar face. The girl forgot herself, forgot the boy and stalked her through the fallen 
leaves, clambering over the upturned wheelbarrow and squeezing down the gap 
between the hedge and the greenhouse. She found her there nursing a ladybird in her 
palm. The girl's heart raced and she tried not to smile. The new girl was wearing an 
old-fashioned dress, with a lace collar and frills on the hem. There was a yellow bruise 
on her neck. She was wearing a beautiful silver locket, engraved with a floral design. 
She was sure she’d seen it somewhere before. The girl with the locket didn’t look up as 
she nestled down beside her. The girl placed her head against the stranger, feeling the 
soft brown locks of her hair against her cheek. She breathed gently. The girl watched 
the ladybird, shimmering bright magnificent red in the low sunlight, the wet jet black of 
its head and legs, the intricacy of its patterned back.  
  The ladybird took two steps forward before opening up delicate wings to take 
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flight. With one swift movement the stranger crushed it in her fist. The girl felt dizzy and 
sick. Tears brimmed in her eyes. Something was wrong. There were screams hanging in 
the air, silent but pulsing and blood-curdling. The earth was spinning. The girl was 
losing her grip. In front of her eyes spun giant black and white birds, cawing and 
picking at her. Then it began. The terrible, terrible laughter, the stranger’s face 
contorted into a jack-in-a-box grin as she loomed forwards and back, drawing closer 
and closer to the girl. The girl raced back to the fountain but the boy had disappeared 
into thin air. She burned red hot with anger, how dare he, how dare he leave her here 
alone? Her world was spinning, spinning round and round and she was sure she’d fall 
over. She grasped the edge of the fountain basin for support, her fingertips brushing the 
pool, the icy water lapping over her knuckles. She looked up and met her parents’ eyes. 
Their glare was colder than the water and she quickly straightened herself. It was too 



















I sit in Pam's perfumed office staring at the painting of a pampered Shih Tzu above her 
desk. Oil on canvas. Lovely. A hated gift no doubt. Perfect for the work place. Pam Pam 
Pam. She's been talking for half an hour now, without a breath, without glancing up 
from her paperwork and I half listen, half enjoy the brief glow of the late afternoon sun 
that pierces through the blinds at just the right angle for me to bask. I lean back in my 
plastic chair and let the sun envelope me. Bliss. 
  Earlier in the session Pam asked me to sum up how I was feeling in a few words. 
I told her that I am a pillar of salt, I am the red sea, I am Cain incarnate. I think she liked 
that. It gave her a lot to work with. I try to slip back into her lecture, to fixate on her 
words, to loop into the conversation but all I can hear is the melodies of plosive sounds 
pam pam pam. In the end I do hear one sentence. One is enough. I get up and leave 
shortly afterwards. She doesn't try to stop me.  
  I trace the corridors back to my office but stop just outside the door. I reach out 
for the handle and then change my mind, pushing out of the emergency exit and down 
the rusted metal steps that wind down the side of the building. I jump the last couple 
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and land with childish glee on the pavement below. I wander out onto the street, getting 
in people's way, spinning on the spot in true Disney fashion, feeling the sun's beauty 
singing out to me. This is what freedom feels like. This is what happiness is. 
  I wander the streets without any real aim, giddy on the gleeful guilt of truancy, 
feeling like the headteacher's heavy hand might fall on my shoulder at any second. After 
a while I find myself outside the wrought iron gates of my nightmares. Black clouds 
cover the sun. I pull my cardigan tightly around me. 
  My first instinct is to run, to stick my fingers in my ears and go la la la until it's 
all over and I forget, but something compels me to push open the gates and make my 
way up the cold stone steps to the front door. I pause, running my fingers over the 
ornate engravings of the brass knocker before tapping three times. A short, bug like 
woman, magnified by huge bottle-green glasses peers at me through the crack in the 
door. I tell her who I am here to see. 
  I follow the woman through a dank, dark corridor that smells of dust and 
varnish, my shoes squeaking and protesting on the polished wood.  It’s just the same as 
before. My breath catches in my throat and my rib cage threatens to crush me from the 
inside out. I force my legs forward. Tears sting in my eyes.  
  Just when I think that I can't take it anymore, the bug woman opens a locked 
door on my left and we file into the room. She quickly pushes her way past me and back 
through the door, almost running, closing the door firmly behind her. Leaving me alone 
in the dark. I peer through the gloom. He is hunched over a desk with his back to me. I 
can barely make him out. I cross silently to the curtains and draw them slightly open, 
casting light into the room. He contorts and hisses as the light touches him. I leave them 
as they are and edge towards him warily, gently. 
93 
 
  “Uncle Greg?” I ask softly, “It's me, Kate. Your sister's daughter. Do you 
remember me?” He remains dormant, eyes fixed straight forwards on what seems to be 
a mirror on the wall. I move towards him, straining to see. On the table are framed 
postcards of Australia: Ayr's rock and Sydney Harbour, a wallaby mid-leap. I smile, 
remembering the delight of receiving one of his postcards as a child. It even made my 
mother crack a smile.  
  “It’s a beautiful place,” I say. 
  “My parents were so proud of me,” he says so quietly that I can barely hear him. 
  I take a step closer, and then another step until I can see in the mirror. I can't 
help but let out a shriek. My stomach twists into knots. I blush, ashamed of my outburst, 
but I didn't know. How could I know? I curse my mother in my head. I reach towards 
him, wrapping my fingers tentatively around the stumps where strong, workers hands 
used to be. He slowly turns his melted face towards me, his deep brown eyes still as 
bright and handsome and youthful as ever.  
  “What happened?” My voice is hardly more than a breath. 
  “They always told me I could do anything I wanted. In my dreams I could fly,” 
















There were small paper boats tacked to the wall outside Mrs Thompson's office. The 
teachers had pinned a long piece of dark blue felt across light blue card to create a 
seascape. In the distance there was a little sandy island made of orange tissue paper 
and the coconuts of the palm tree were made of little scrunched up balls of brown paper 
that felt bumpy under her fingertips. The girl let her hands slide over the shiny waxed 
paper, feeling the ridges and lines of the folds. The boats had been made by her class 
earlier this year and she had made a huge green one with white sails and a tall gold 
mast. At the hull of the boat she'd drawn two tiny seats: one for her and one for the boy. 
Her hand rested on Annabelle Turner’s boat, a little pink dingy with flowers and spots 
in yellow and silver. Then there was Harry's: a huge red battleship with cannons and 
guns. And Tina's and Hannah's and Marcus' and Scott's. The girl's boat hadn't been 
chosen for the display.  
  Through the glass of the classroom door she could see the back of her mother 
and father's heads. They almost seemed like giants squeezed into the little blue plastic 
chairs that her and her classmates used in Maths. Her mother was talking, glancing 
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every so often at her father who nodded in agreement, his eyes fixed blankly upon her. 
The girl couldn't hear what they were saying but she could guess, and every time she 
thought of it she got an uncomfortable feeling in her stomach, like she was aboard one 
of the tiny ships and a storm was billowing and causing huge waves to rise and fall. She 
watched as her father raised a hand to the small balding spot at the back of his head, 
his fingertips brushing the bright pink skin. Her mother was straight and intense, her 
eyes fixed intently on Mrs Thompson, whom the girl could barely see through the glass.  
  Out of the corner of her eye she saw him, like a ghost, a white silhouette in the 
early evening darkness of the hall.  
  “Sam,” she whispered, hurrying towards him. “I thought I'd lost you.” His eyes 
barely focused on her, rolling up to the ceiling, his breath hurried in his throat. His skin 
was wet and tinged blue. She knew something was wrong. She took his hand and placed 
it on her face, urging him, calling to him softly but he seemed to be fading, fading into 
the air. The door creaked open and the girl swung round to see her mother and father. 
There was sadness and anger in their eyes. Her mother pointed inside, and the girl 
walked slowly and reluctantly up the corridor and into the classroom, glancing behind 
her at the invisible dying boy. From behind the oak desk, Mrs Thompson greeted her 
with a meek smile, peering over the top of her spectacles. There was something about 
her that seemed to scream: “forgive me.” The girl's stomach churned. It was the end.  
  Her father gripped her by the shoulder and a shiver cast through her, from the 
top of her head to the ends of her toes.  
  “We need to speak with you, Kate.” His voice was gentle, but urgent and he 
seemed to sigh with every breath. He was tired, she could see that. Her father was 
always tired, and nothing exhausted him more than his family. They were the real job, 
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where the real work happened. He went to the office for a break.  
  The girl longed to run, to turn and run from the room, to take the handles of the 
boy's chair and run, run until they were far away from here. No-one would ever find 
them. Not mother or father or Mrs Thompson or Anna.  
  “We need to cut to the chase,” said her mother sharply, wheeling round so that 
she was standing directly in front of the girl. “You've been making up stories haven’t 
you, Kate? Telling your teachers and classmates that we...that your father and I 
murdered Sam. Haven't you?” There was silence. Mrs Thompson avoided her eyes. 
  “Haven't you?” her mother pressed. The girl felt the air around her burning, 
outside the boy was screaming but no-one could hear a thing. “Haven't you?!” Her 
mother's voice rung across the room and even her father flinched.  
  “Yes,” the girl replied weakly, the life draining out of her. Her mother raised 
her arms and paced the room.  
  “I just don't understand why she would say it,” said her father, rubbing his 
forehead with one hand. He looked at Mrs Thompson who looked uncomfortable and 
cleared her throat. 
  “Kate, you've told me on many occasions that you still talk to Sam. I know it 
must have been really difficult for you. I know you must really miss him. It's OK to have 
imaginary friends. Is that what he is, Kate? An imaginary friend?” 
  The room was spinning. The girl was falling, down down from clouds and cliffs 
and waterfalls. Why couldn’t anyone see? Why wouldn’t anyone help her?  
  “I had an imaginary friend when I was your age,” prompted Mrs Thompson, 
smiling. “She was called Betty and we used to braid each other's hair. I was always 
jealous because her hair was longer and curlier than mine.” She tried to meet the girl’s 
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eyes but she pulled away. She didn’t understand. No-one would ever understand what it 
was like to be her. To have done what she has done. 
  “I think the real problem is the accusations she has been making!” cried her 
mother incredulously, her voice shrill. “Kate, do you understand the implications of 
what you have done? You have accused us of child abuse, of neglect and torture! It is 
obscene.” The girl's eyes were brimming with tears and the walls seemed to be coming 
closer and closer.  
  “I just don't understand why she would say it,” repeated her father quietly, 
shaking his head. “It's obviously affected us all a lot, but we didn't realise that it would 
turn her...mad” 
  The room erupted. “Mark!” hissed her mother. 
  “‘Mad’ isn’t a constructive word…” tried Mrs Thompson but she was drowned 
out by the girl’s mother. 
  “Think of what people would say!” hissed her mother. “She is not ‘mad’ and we 
will fix this!” she spat furiously. 
  “Oh come on Helen, look at her. She shaved her own head for God’s sake. We 
know where it’s come from. She gone fucking crackers like your brother!” 
  Her mother turned a shade of puce that the girl didn’t realise was possible. 
  “Do not bring that into this. Greg had an accident…” 
  “He threw himself into a bonfire!” 
  “We don’t know that!” whispered her mother. 
  “You don’t care, any of you!” the girl shouted before she could stop herself and 
her father looked as if he would have struck her, had Mrs Thompson not been there. 
  Her mother turned her back on her family and addressed Mrs Thompson 
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directly. “My husband’s career relies on our good reputation. If any of this were to get 
out...” 
  “Mrs Lockwood I assure you that this matter will not be discussed outside of 
this school and certainly not without your permission. Kate is a bright and intelligent 
girl and it seems to me that she has allowed her imagination to run away with her. One 
can only imagine the effect this kind of grief has on a child. I do implore you not to be 
too harsh with her. It's a terrible time, and the school is here to support you. All of you. 
I might suggest that, with your go-ahead, we arrange a meeting between your daughter 
and the school’s associated psychiatrist, just as a precautionary method and for the 
happiness and wellbeing of everyone.” 
  Her mother wasn’t listening. She gripped the girl firmly by the arm and wheeled 
her around.  
  “You don't understand what this has been like for us. You don't understand 
the...pain and the sacrifices we have made for you. He was your brother and now you 
insult his memory by turning him into a spectacle, a little joke inside your head. I'll have 
no more of it. He's gone, Kate. And not by our hands. And you know that.” 
  “That's enough,” her father said. Her mother dropped her eyes, and the girl 
noticed for the first time how small she was, how pale and thin she had become. 
  The girl was sent outside while the adults discussed arrangements. She heard 
the term ‘compulsive liar’ as the door shut. She put her ear to the crack and she heard 
“…therapy” and “…medication…”  
   She barely dared to look. There was water splashed across the tiles, seeping 
through the gaps and snaking towards her. He was laid across the floor with his face 
down. His legs and arms spread wide. The wheelchair was mangled and on its side. She 
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knelt down beside him and shook him but his eyes did not flicker. Above him, a magpie 



























“I'm taking Molly away,” I tell my mother on the phone. “Just for a little while. 
Somewhere different, a change of scenery, somewhere where we can...breathe.” I hear 
my mother thinking. I can almost see her eyes narrowing. I twist the cord around my 
fingers, waiting, watching the girl as she dawdles around the kitchen, touching the 
walls, running her nails across the cupboards. She's a strange child. Inquisitive.  
  “Do you think that’s really the right thing to do, Kate?” she says, her words 
swallowed by sighs. “It's too soon-” 
  “It's been four months,” I cut in. “We're sick of mourning...I'm sick of it. I just 
want to forget about it for a while. I want to be myself again rather than the poor, sad 
widow.” My mother sighs again but she knows I'm right. She's seen it herself. I've been 
inundated with calls and letters, every single busy body in the neighbourhood thinking 
that they understand how I feel, thinking that their lousy, weightless words will 
somehow comfort me. I hate them. I hate them all and I hate this town.  
  Some nights I dream that the town is in flames. All the little buildings lined up 
like candles on a birthday cake, flickering in the darkness of suspense. I float above it, 
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wings made of glass, shining in the lick of the flames, looking down at all the people 
running and burning and suffering and I want to cry for them but all I can do is laugh. I 
wonder if that’s how Greg felt. I imagine him, hunched over in front of the mirror, 
never moving, never blinking. I shudder. 
  I pack two bags, one for me and one for her. We don't need much. The hard part 
is coaxing her out of her room. The child is almost feral now, all wild hair and sharp 
little teeth. She crawls mostly on all fours and growls when spoken to. My hands are 
lined with scars from her bites and scratches. I lure her out with chocolate and sweets, 
lining them up like a gingerbread trail to the car. She bounces up onto the back seat, 
tracing the last sweet and I slam the door shut behind her, caging the beast.  
  I type the address into the satnav and set off, my mind wandering as I drive, 
thinking back to the last time I was there, just before Sam died and just before 
everything changed. It's my one clear memory of us all being truly happy together. Even 
my mother smiled. My father left his books at home and only answered a few calls. We 
were like a real family, just for one day. A glimpse at what my life could have been. I 
wanted to live there forever.  
  I pull up just before the cliff side sometime around noon. The girl has fallen 
asleep some time ago and I gently wake her, preparing to be clawed and hissed at but to 
my surprise she flops into my arms softly, more little girl than ferocious animal. I cradle 
her to me and she looks up at me with bright sleepy blue eyes and I realise that I am the 
monster, I have been scaling the walls and spitting and cawing at the moon. We walk 
together in silence to the beach, side by side, equals, two humans co-existing, this 
moment ours and ours alone.  
  She takes a few hesitant steps onto the sand, her forehead creasing at the strange 
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texture, the warmth beneath her toes. She stumbles, and I reach a hand out towards her 
but she doesn't need me, she steadies herself and when she turns to look at me she is 
laughing. Seagulls flap above us, screeching their crude language, swooping towards 
the tourists in their stripes and summer wear, trying their chances for chips or blobs of 
fallen ice cream. I pace behind the girl as she runs, kicking sand in front of her, 
whooping and laughing. I walk by the shore, watching the waves lap over my feet, 
filling my footprints. Just one set this time. The sea stretches as far as the eye can see, a 
murky blur of grey and green, polluted, dirty but beautiful in its own way. I always 
appreciated beauty in filth. That's probably why I haven't killed myself yet.  
  The girl runs up to me breathless and I bend down so that we are level and I tuck 
the wild strands of hair behind her ears. She beams up at me and I can't help but smile 
too, the sun beating down on us, the coolness of the sea breeze. She grabs my hand and 
I let her pull me up off my knees, dragging me forward, leading me into the light. And 
we run, me and the girl, we run, away from it all, away from all the darkness, the 
shadows behind us. And we run until we can run no more and collapse in fits of giggles, 
no words needed. I straighten up and look straight into the sun, the burning ball of light, 
flames a million light years away, burning through the galaxies onto our little beach, a 
tiny pinprick in the centre of the universe. And in that moment, I know. We can do this. 



































I grew to love Molly in the way one grows to love one’s scars. In the way mothers grow 
to love their stretch marks as a sign of strength and endurance. In the way men grow to 
love the faults of their lovers, all the nasty little words, all the tears and tantrums. I grew 
to love her like I grew to love the space in the double bed, the neatly folded clothes and 
the quiet evenings. 
  I thought that time would stay still forever, that I’d be locked in the nightmare 
incessantly, Paradise Lost, my eternal punishment. But the world went on. We went on. 
Eight long years. Each year seemed to creep up on us from nowhere, wrapping around 
us like vines, binding us together, no matter how hard we pulled apart. 
  I watched the seasons fade from blue to green, to yellow to red. I watched lines 
score across my face, watched the house turn old and crumble around me. 
  A week of torrential rain some years ago caused a leak in the kitchen, the drips 
leaving smudges on the photos tacked to the fridge. A long blur across Tom’s face, 
fading him out, making him anonymous. I took them all down after that and hid them 
away in a shoebox at the back of my wardrobe. 
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  Molly grew both up and out. Her fair hair turned almost black. Her light eyes 
turned dark. At school she excelled in very little, struggled in a lot. She was confident, 
loud, passionate, angry, loving. Everything that I am not. Even my mother took to her, 
in her cold, ambivalent way. Sometimes as they sewed together or made daisy chains or 
baked scones I’d watch my mother’s face fall into a smile when she thought no-one was 
looking. I’d see her tuck a loose strand of greying hair behind her ear and gaze into the 
distance. 
  Molly was in awe of my father. It infuriated me to see her mistake his rudeness 
for aloofness, his hostility for prestige and his bitterness for intelligence. Luckily, he 
had very little time for her; even in his late sixties the courts were his true passion and 
priority. 
   Of late I have become obsessed with visions of the girl's true mother. I see her, 
laying flowers on my child's grave, the tears no longer able to fall, uncomfortable in the 
veil of stoicism that has shrouded her over time. I look at Molly and try to imagine the 
woman her mother is. I imagine the same flowing dark hair and bright eyes but skin 
aged and sagged before its time, sad thin lips than can never quite trace the shape of a 
smile, worn out clothes two sizes too big. I think she's alone now, gone are the days of 
wasting her time with him.  
  I think she is a quiet person, polite, traditional. I see her as older than me, 
although she can't be much more. I think she goes to church, for the atmosphere, for her 
father who always thought it was the “proper thing to do,” for the hymns that remind 
her of her youth and happier times. I imagine her sitting at the back, never speaking a 
word, and always leaving after everyone else.  
  Sometimes I imagine that one day in her calmness and solitude, she ties a short 
106 
 
stretch of rope to the beams of the ornate living room and has done with it. When they 
find her, her tear tracks are lined with blood. I don't like to think of that much. Even 
monsters have hearts. 
  One day out of no-where I received a letter. There was no name. It didn't say 
much but what it did say stuck. Sometimes I take it out of the envelope and run it over 
my hands, my fingers etching the words. I licked the glue of the envelope to taste his 
saliva, to see if I'd feel closer to Molly. I laid naked across the bathroom tiles with the 
letter pressed against my chest. 'Sorry,' said the sloping letters, stumbling and falling 
across each other. 'Sorry,' it said. 'I know these are just empty words but I am an empty 
man and these are all I have.' I liked that. I thought it was quite poetic. I like to say it in 
my head, over and over.  




















“Why doesn’t Mina like me?” asks Molly, swinging on my arm. I sigh and push my 
way through the queue, trying to peer over the tops of shoulders adorned in their best 
black jackets, the odd red feather boa from the exuberant old ladies who call the theatre 
their own.  
  “She does like you,” I say tactfully. “Of course she does.”  
  Molly snorts. She’s doing that more often, I’ve noticed. The flouncy teenager 
stage is starting early. 
  “You’re a bad liar, Mum,” she laughs. 
  I roll my eyes at her behind her back. She’s insisted on wearing make-up 
tonight, and I reluctantly allowed her to scour my cosmetics box, turning all the 
unopened palettes and brushes over in her hands in awe. Sitting cross-legged on the 
floor in front of my wardrobe mirror, she smudged mascara across her cheek.  
  “I’ll never be able to do it!” she huffed. I laid my book aside and knelt down 
beside her.  
  “Here, let me show you.” 
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  She smiled up at me as I applied mascara and turned her eyelids a golden brown 
that emphasised the beautiful colour of her eyes. She sneezed as I swept blusher across 
her cheeks and we both laughed, watching our reflections beaming back at us in the 
mirror.  
  After that, I let her pick my outfit. Rummaging in my wardrobe, she plucked out 
a dark green velvet dress that I hadn’t worn since the early days with Tom.  
  “Wow,” she whispered, feeling the soft fabric, turning it so it shimmered in the 
light. “Mum, you have to wear this!” 
  I smiled sadly as I held the dress up.  
  “Oh, I can’t,” I said. “I used to wear this a long time ago, I’m too old now-” 
  “No way!” said Molly. “Try it on at least.” 
  I stood in the mirror, the dress clinging to my hips as it used to and falling softly 
down my back. Molly grinned. All I could think of was meals out the Tom, our work 
Christmas party, holding hands in Oxford Street while the snow fell one holiday.  
  “I’ll wear it,” I said, and Molly cheered. 
“She’s never hurt you before,” Molly persists, leading us confidently to our seats 
without looking at the aisles, pausing only to drop a coin into the young boy’s hand in 
exchange for a programme.  
  “She barely hurt you, Molly,” I say. “It’s just a scratch.” 
  Settling into the seat beside me, Molly pulls back her sleeve to reveal the long 
red mark. I shift uncomfortably.  
  “Look!” Molly insists, pushing her arm into my face. “She almost took my arm 
clean off!” 
  An old couple behind chortle. Molly looks at them indignantly. I push her arm 
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away and pull down her sleeve gently.  
  “Now you’re just being dramatic.” 
  “Next time, I’ll scratch her back,” she grins. 
  I smile at her, just as the lights go down.  

























Autumn leaves, the forever falling haze, darkness creeping in. I wait outside the yellow 
school gates, further back than the other mothers, wrapping my black jacket around my 
face. They huddle together in their puffa jackets like rainbow vultures circling around 
their prey, handing out home-made leaflets for craft stalls and knitting circles and 
sacrificial murders or whatever they do on a weekend. They throw glances back to me. 
They whisper things. I try not to look.  
  I hate the mothers, the OK magazine reader hags, the Strictly Come Dancing 
target audience, the ones who giggle about nappy cream and John Travolta. I hate them, 
and I'm glad that I'll never be one of them. But the dads are even worse. All of them the 
same, unable to dress, unable to change out of the fleeces and overalls that they wear all 
day, as if coffee stains and paint can be worn as war medals.  
  There is nothing more uncomfortable than being a childless adult, waiting 
outside a school. I don't belong here. My right to this life died with Molly. It broke and 
shattered something inside me, the ability to blend in and adapt, to become one of the 
worn-down parents shouting about forgotten Fruit Shoots and jumpers, to be able to 
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share that knowing smile, to suffer like them. And the mothers can sense this, can smell 
it in my sweat, can feel my heart pounding in my chest. They know I'm not one of them. 
They know I am a wolf in sheep's clothing. It's just a matter of time before they piece 
together all the fragments of my secrets and expose me for who I am. I keep my 
distance. They can't get me from here. 
  She comes stumbling out of the door, throwing her bag around her shoulder with 
that usual lazy gesture. I wait anxiously for her to come to me as she scans the 
pavement, eager to leave. I think of the warmth and security of the house, the click as 
the key turns in the lock, the safety. She spots me and breaks into a grin. I motion 
quickly towards her and she clambers along the path. I notice that she is dragging a girl 
beside her as if she were a doll, a small girl with neat black braids and a bright smile, a 
new girl. I eye my daughter suspiciously as they rush towards me.  
  “Mum,” blurts Molly, out of breath, cheeks flushed pink. I sigh. I wish she'd be 
more ladylike in her movements and less like a cannonball. I dread the day that she'll 
grow up to be a big girl, a weighty girl. Us Lockwoods have always been so slight. 
“Mum, can Alex come for tea? Please Mum, can she? Can she?” I look down at Alex, 
her neat dress, her well brushed hair and teeth. She smiles up at me hopefully. I look at 
Molly, hair wild and knees muddy. It strikes me that my daughter is the kind of girl that 
you dread your child befriending. I instantly feel terrible and fix a smile. Something 
stirs in my chest.  
  “I don't see why not...but you'll have to ask Alex's mum first,” I say reluctantly.  
  Molly had brought friends home before, mainly boys, as they were suited to her 
boisterous manner, her rough and tumble ways. The friendships never lasted long. 
Birthday invitations were scarce. In April, we invited twelve kids to the house for her 
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eleventh birthday party. In the end it was just me, Bill the bore from next door and my 
parents. What a laugh that was. My father bought her a goldfish. I threw it in the river 
before she'd even seen it. Better for it to die in the icy, polluted waters than in her hard 
grasp.  
  Alex's mum eyes us in horror as she approaches, finally spotting her daughter 
isolated in the grasps of the devil. Molly, all out of breath and loud and bumping the girl 
around. Me, drawn and ill and pale and wrecked. Absolutely wrecked. I'm wearing one 
of Tom's old t-shirts, the one with the foreign rugby team that sounds like a rude word 
and I tuck the coat around me so she can't see.  
  We speak briefly. It's clear that the woman is mortified at the idea of the girl 
coming home with me and I try half-heartedly to soothe her worries by being ‘normal' 
and talking to her about ‘normal’ things like the news and the weather. She calms 
slightly when I tell her where I live.  
  “I'll pick her up at 6 p.m.,” calls the woman, as she kisses goodbye to her perfect 
child, “so don't be alarmed if there's a police car in your drive!”  
The woman laughs and I almost bite through my lip. 
  “What do you mean?” I whisper.  
  “That's what I do,” says the woman cheerily. “I'm a DI, Detective Inspector, so 
better hide any evidence!” I laugh along with her, until she is out of sight and my 
laughter turns into sobs.  
  I pack the girls into my car and set off home, tracing the winding streets and 
roads back to the cottage. It's always in that spot, the very spot that Molly goes silent, 
just for a minute. I watch her in the mirror, her eyes darkening for just a second, her 
brow furrowing as if feeling something strange within her, as if she has become 
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absorbed by a sudden consuming wave of foreboding. But then it slips through her, the 
spark lights up and she is her again. And in that second, I remember that I have 
absolutely, categorically destroyed her.  
  We pull into the drive. I let the girls into the house to play with knives or plug 
sockets or whatever the hell bad mothers do, and I sit in the car and have a smoke. The 
grey fumes fill the car and I can't help but think, think back to that night, the purity and 
clarity of my decision. I try not to think about it most days. Molly is mine. I deserved 
her. Am I a better parent than what she could have had? I'll never know. But she's alive 
and happy and not dead. Not dead like my girl. Not broken into pieces under the 
ground. Sometimes I think of her father, the many times he has crawled, bloody and 
deathly into my dreams to stand and stare at me with those piercing green eyes, the tears 
on his cheeks. I haven't done a bad job with her. I think we are equal now, an eye for an 
eye and all that. 
  When I go into the house I follow the sounds of crying to the hall. The cat is 
dead at their feet, fur mattered with blood. The girl, Alex, is overcome by tears, 
devastated at the sight before her. Molly's face is dry and resolute. I watch her as she 
















In the garden there were limestone walls as high as horses with spiny yellow ivy 
creeping between the cracks. There were neat rows and rows of roses: red, pink, yellow 
and orange, lined up like soldiers in their soil beds. The girl drew away from the 
window and gathered into her backpack the essentials, for the bag was small and her 
shoulders smaller. She was quick and agile but thin and weak, and her skin clung to her 
ribcage like a thin mould, the rot from her heart overflowing, multiplying and growing. 
She took the sandwiches that she had prepared earlier from underneath her pillow, one 
peanut butter, one cheese spread, wrapped delicately in tin foil. Under the bed was the 
flask of coffee stolen from Anna, and the digestives for the journey. She ate one as she 
packed, the crumbs falling across the photo frame on the bed. Next, she packed a thin 
jumper, the blue one that her uncle had sent her from Australia, Sam's torch and the 
photo frame. She placed it delicately inside the bag, carefully protecting the glass from 
scratches.  She didn't have much money, but what she did have, she placed in the zip up 
pocket of her red anorak and pulled the hood over her face. 
  She loved the garden at night. It was even more beautiful and exciting than in 
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the day. Everything was shrouded in a cloak of darkness and mystery, every sound 
volumized, every flicker of the grass like magic. The moon, her friend, loomed down 
over her, lighting her silent footsteps down the path. She slipped past the flower garden 
and up the steps to the shed. By the shed she paused, sensing something behind her, a 
voice in the wind. She turned quickly but was only met by the howling breeze. Her eyes 
rested on the pond, and she felt herself drawn towards it. Forgetting her mission, she 
tip-toed towards it, transfixed, unable to keep her eyes off the swirling black surface of 
the water. As she drew nearer she could see the bright white reflection of the moon, 
creased by ripples, and then her own face, small, eyes wide. She edged closer, using her 
hands to pull herself up onto the stones around it. There was something about the pond 
that had fascinated her lately, something strange and ominous, a feeling that she 
couldn't quite place.  
  She dipped her fingers into the water, pulling them gently through the ripples so 
that her reflection blurred into an abstract painting, colour and lines. When the water 
settled, she leant forwards to see herself once more but almost over balanced with 
horror when she saw it, leaning over her shoulder. She twisted round suddenly, falling 
heavily onto the stones. It was gone. She had seen it, as clear as the night sky. A black 
and white bird, much larger than one she had seen before, its feathers inked with black 
blood, a smile etched across its beak. She began to feel cold and afraid and drew her 
knees up to her chin, cradling her legs against her chest. In the distance a cat shrieked. 
She brushed herself off and stood up bravely, thinking of the quest ahead. Tonight, she 
would no longer play the hero. She would be one.  
  She gathered up her backpack and set off, casting one final glance over her 
shoulder at the pond. She reached the trees, where the air became colder and the 
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darkness thicker and took a deep breath, closing her eyes and thinking hard. Resolute, 
she started forwards, allowing the branches and leaves to envelope her, becoming at 
one with the night. She stumbled forwards over tree roots and unseen horrors, 
scratching her hands against the rough bark. She went on, trying her best to feel her 
way through the trees, trying to remember the way she had learnt earlier that day. 
Remembering the torch, she reached in her backpack and turned it on, but it only 
flickered for a second before fading and dying. Her stomach churned. She stopped to 
rest, trying to calm herself.  
  A crunch of leaves shocked her. She wheeled round in the direction of the noise. 
Silence. And then again, louder this time. The sound of footsteps. Fresh panic washed 
over her and she began to recount the tales of wolves and bears that the other children 
told at school, the savage beasts that could rip a girl in two. She clamped a hand over 
her mouth, slipping backwards into the trees. The footsteps drew nearer and nearer 
until they were almost upon her. She let out a shriek, despite herself, dropping the bag 
and running, sprinting as fast as she could, bashing her knees and elbows against 
branches and tree trunks, tripping and falling, tripping and falling.  
  Two hands gripped her around her waist and she screamed, kicking and biting, 
wildly clawing at the beast.  
  “Kate!” cried the creature. “Kate, stop that!” A light shined so brightly in her 
face that for a moment she could not see. She flopped, exhausted into the dirt. When she 
dared to open her eyes, her father's face loomed into view, lined with worry and anger. 
Her heart sank. She quickly gathered herself up and began to jog away, panting and 
coughing. He caught up with her easily. “Kate, stop this nonsense at once!” he hissed, 
shaking her roughly.  
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  “I'm leaving,” she spat back at him, trying to pull out of his firm grasp. He 
laughed bitterly.  
  “And where will you go?!” he mocked. 
  “I'm going to find my brother!” she roared, her shout sending birds scattering 
from the trees and up into the purple sky. They watched them in silence. The girl 
suddenly felt tired, so tired, like she hadn’t slept for years. She sank to her knees.  
  “Come on,” her father said softly, gathering her into his arms. He carried her 
back through the trees. She slumped across his shoulder, watching through blurry eyes 
as the trees became smaller and smaller until they are only the size of her thumbnail 





















Frank slithers into the office, sweaty hands rubbing together, knees quaking. The room 
reluctantly quietens to the dull hum of the archaic office machinery, the chug chug of 
the water machine, the low growl of the industrial printer.  
  “Right listen up, you load of timewasters,” he stops to listen for our laughter, but 
the silence is crushing. “This is Benjamin Smith, our lovely Maureen's son. He's new to 
the department so make sure you be nice to him and keep your hands-off, ladies, he's 
here to do a job.” Frank laughs weakly, before wheezing and rushing out of the door, 
coughing into the sleeves of his jumper. 
   I eye the new guy over the top of my monitor. Smith. He looks like a Smith. 
Tall, thin, floppy brown hair, fringe too long and falling into his eyes. Basic, average 
face. Boring beige jumper and dark trousers. Glasses that are too big. Probably those 
fake ones that all the kids are wearing to make themselves look like the sort of people 
we laughed at when I was younger, the sort you saw hanging around bus stops with 
shopping trolleys and piss stains.  He's young, too young to be here, selling his soul to 
Frank. He ought to be out there dancing with the devil, breaking himself before being 
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broken in this place. He's part of that new breed of young people that are too bloody 
happy. I watch him, lopsided grin, voice too loud, as he introduces himself to the admin 
girls. What happened to the miserable emo kids and the existential teens of my 
generation? How are the kids of this generation so confident, so self-absorbed and bold? 
I think of Molly. She'd like him.  
  The boy does the rounds of the office, introducing himself to the young 
reception girl, Danni, and waving to the old bitch Maureen, his mother. She blows a kiss 
at him. Sickly. As he makes his way towards me, I become increasingly aware of my 
reflection in the screen; lank, dull hair, minimal makeup, baggy red jumper that I'd 
found on the floor this morning. Surely someone had warned him? Surely his mother 
has told him not to talk to me? I wouldn't mind. In fact, I'd be glad of it, if he walked 
past me altogether. I try my best to become invisible, squeezing my eyes shut and 
whispering “please please please” in my head but when I open my eyes, he's making his 
way towards me. I try to straighten the creases out of my skirt as he arrives. He flops an 
arm over the computer, slightly knocking my pencil case with his hip but seeming not to 
notice.  
  “Hi I'm...”  
  “Benjamin Smith. I heard.” 
  He chuckles to himself and I force a smile. I wonder how long this conversation 
will last and whether I'll be able to cope. I feel my cheeks start to flush. Everyone has 
turned around in their chairs to watch. Even the clock has stopped ticking. Maureen is 
staring straight through me, turning my flesh to water with her x-ray vision. I imagine 
her, preening over him at parties, the type of mother that makes you wish you had a 
shotgun and a get out of jail free card. Look at my lovely handsome boy, she'll say, I'm 
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so proud of my boy, she'll say.  I squirm and itch at my arms.  
  “I'm Kate,” I manage. “I write the shit that no-one reads. A lot of council 
meetings and chess tournaments. The occasional missing rabbit. I deal with the 
complaints letters too. There's a lot.”  
   The words just tumble out and there's nothing I can do but sit there and 
watch, feeling my intestines twist into a tight knot. He cocks his head to one side and 
frowns at me, the grin threatening to explode into a laugh. I silently squirm.  
  “You're funny,” he says after a moment and then grips my shoulder, taking me 
by surprise. I jump.  
  “Nice to meet you, Kate,” he mutters and goes to shake hands with Joan. The 
office girls are whispering about me, I can see their evil eyes. I look back at my 
keyboard and I can't help but smile. I did well. I managed. Maybe I can become me 



















In the garden there were limestone walls as high as horses with spiny yellow ivy 
creeping between the cracks. There were neat rows and rows of roses: red, pink, yellow 
and orange, lined up like soldiers in their soil beds. The girl stood alone at the top of 
the garden, masked by the tall pine trees, invisible. She was barefoot and her feet were 
buried deep into the wet soil that rose almost to her knees. She ran a hand across her 
newly-shaved head, the blonde bristles prickling her palm. It was almost time for the 
sun to set, and the garden had grown cold and dusk but the girl was not afraid. She had 
nothing to be afraid of anymore.  
  She thought of him again, of the bubbles rising to the surface of the pool, the 
way the low light had cast shadows over the water that day. She tried to remember what 
the thin man said but she couldn’t trust him, he was just another one of her mother's 
spies. Her mother had spies everywhere. Even the koi worked for her.  
  The girl was satisfied that everything was in order and left her post, dislodging 
her wet feet from the mud. She climbed the nearest tree and swung upside down from a 
thick branch, feeling the cold wind blow into her eyes and making them sting. She 
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carried on climbing and climbing until she was almost on top of the world. As she 
reached for the highest branch she slipped and her knee scraped against the rough 
bark, taking the skin clean off. She nuzzled her leg to her chest, wincing in pain. It was 
then when a magpie landed on the knot beside her and tilted its head inquisitively. She 
tried to ignore it. She tried to make it go away.  
  “Hi,” it said, after a while. “Hi hi hi.” She didn’t look at it.  
  “Birds can't talk,” she grumbled, her face pressed against her bleeding knee, 
sucking the red away.  
  “Well tell yourself that then, Missy,” squawked the bird, tilting its head back 
and laughing. The girl considered jumping but she was far too high up. “Now that 
would be a silly idea, wouldn't it?” said the bird. “You'd only go and end up as worm 
food like our dear Sam.” The girl flushed bright red.  
  “Shut up! Go away!”  
 The bird smiled and tutted, shaking its head.  
  “Now, now, no need to be rude. After all I am your friend. Your only friend now, 
might I add.” The girl turned away, and mopped at her wounded knee.  
  The magpie edged closer to her, hopping on gnarled feet.  
  “Ooh that looks good,” he whispered, his beady black eyes staring at the blood 
leaking from her knee. “Let me have some,” he cawed, snapping his beak greedily at 
her leg, causing her to shriek and hit him away with the back of her hand. The bird took 
flight and landed on a higher branch, fixing his ruffled feathers with his jet-black beak. 
  “Silly, silly girl,” he cooed, and the girl began to feel the cold for the first time, 
the light of the new moon causing the bird's eyes to glimmer and glow. “You've been a 
silly, silly girl all your life, haven't you? A terrible girl, a terrible daughter and a 
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terrible sister,” the bird laughed cruelly, and the girl's eyes filled with tears. She tried 
to clamber down from the tree, slowly lowering herself down to the next branch.  
  “You can run but you can't hide,” called the bird after her. “Remember, Kate, I 
know all your secrets.” With a last bitter laugh, the bird rose into the air and was gone. 
The girl hung by her arms for a few minutes, hardly daring to move or breathe until she 
was sure that it had gone for good. And then she slipped down the trunk like lightening, 
running headlong towards the house, only stopping once, to gaze at her reflection in the 






















There was a girl who came to look after Molly in the day whilst Tom and I were at 
work. She was a skinny thing; 17 and gangly, with long dreadlocks of dirty blonde hair 
and a suspicious looking tattoo on the back of her right arm, but she was nice enough. 
She was studying Functional Skills at the local college or the ‘mad house’ as she called 
it. When she turned up at our door on the first day, in a Skrillex t-shirt and ripped tights, 
Tom nearly closed it in her face. I convinced him to let her stay. It was a break. I needed 
a break. 
  Her name was Lea. No ‘h’. She had a boyfriend called Chad, and I’m convinced 
that she used to let him in when we’d left. There were subtle signs. A rogue dark hair. 
Eyelashes on my pillowcases. A musky smell about the house, that wasn’t Lea’s or 
Tom’s or mine.  
  Molly took to her instantly. I remember the first time I noticed it, as I sprinted 
back from the car one day to retrieve my forgotten purse and captured a glimpse of them 
through the kitchen window. Lea was holding Molly in her arms, and as she swayed, I 
saw the pure joy on Molly’s face. She was laughing. She’d never laughed for me. 
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Never. She laughed for Tom. She laughed for all Tom’s friends. She laughed for my 
mother and father. She laughed for the postman, but she never laughed for me.  
  “Maybe she can sense it,” suggested Tom warily, one evening. “You 
know…your condition.” I couldn’t look at him.  
  Lea fell quickly into Tom’s favour.  
  “She’s brilliant with her, isn’t she?” he’d gloat as we wandered around M&S.  
“An absolute natural!” 
It felt as though my throat was closing up, as if all the unspoken words were forming 
one bustling lump in my oesophagus, like a hive of foreboding.   
  I couldn’t find it in myself to like Lea, after that. It was almost the perfect 
excuse, when Tom died, to get rid for good. I left a message on her answerphone. Told 
her I was too distraught. Don’t call back. Don’t call.  
  I saw her last year. She’d dyed her hair a sort of ultramarine. She’d binned off 
Chad, she explained. Got herself a job at ScrewFix. She’d be a supervisor if only she 
could keep her manners in check. She still thought about Molly, she said. She missed 
her, she said. She hoped I was ok now, that I had recovered. I haven’t recovered, I 
explained, I’ve revitalised. I’ve rationalised. I’ve realised. I’ve been reborn.  
        * 
About once a month, I drag Molly to the little hilltop church a few miles from our home 
and force her to stare at a blank piece of stone that means nothing to her and never will. 
I fear that in the future when she's fully grown, she will stop visiting Tom, stop making 
that lonely journey to the bleak little graveyard, stop saying those generic, lifeless words 
that mean so little to her. I think that's what hurts me the most about this whole thing: 
that she never knew Tom, that she can't feel what I felt for him. I hoped that on some 
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spiritual level she might grieve for the loss of a man she never knew, but the sharp stab 
of guilt inside me knows it's my own fault. How can she grieve for a dead man when her 
true father is probably out there somewhere, albeit a useless, wretched, shadow of a 
man? I wonder if she can hear him. I wonder if he whispers poison that floats into her 
dreams. Driving us apart. 
  Since Cat-gate she’d been distant. The vet in town managed to stitch all the little 
pieces of Mina back together, emptying my bank account with blood transfusions and 
therapeutic cat voodoo. She’s alive, but hardly so, all jumbled and shaved and pink, her 
limbs lined with crude criss-cross stitches like a child’s drawing. She is scared of 
everything. I have soothed myself with distilled spirits and two weeks in bed and I feel 
refreshed, calm. I rationalised. How could it have been her? I banned her from speaking 
to Alex. I don’t trust strangers. 
  Despite her flaws and her dizziness and her silliness I know there is something 
more to Molly than what meets the eye. She's clever in an insightful way. She listens to 
people. She hears things. She's an observer. She's learnt that from me, which gives me a 
little comfort, a little positive trait I've given her. I hope she's avoided all my bad ones.  
  It wouldn't surprise me at all if Molly knows the truth. If she found out somehow 
one day long ago and kept the secret, continued the lie. Although I can't think why she 
would. And that's when I think that I've cursed her, make her as cold and numb and 
twisted inside as I am. Or maybe it's just a case of better the devil you know. Maybe one 
day she'll shop me in out of the blue, we'll be at the supermarket, packing our bags into 
the boot of the car and she'll sprint off suddenly, grip the arm of a policeman who will 
bend down beside her as she whispers in his ear, her finger outstretched: her. But for 
now she'll watch me, examine me, and she'll take notes and write them across her chest 
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in blood. She'll wear it as armour. And no-one will ever break her down. 
  I've brought a wreath today. Nothing fancy just a few white flowers, some dark 
leaves. I lay it on the plot while Molly swings idly on my arm, her back to the stone, 
gazing down at the little pin-prick cars weaving their way through the streets of the 
village. I stand for a while and gaze at the words, the imprint of his name, his age, the 
dates. There was a time when I would cry and beg him to return, spend hours on my 
knees banging my fists on the earth, cursing him and hating him and wanting him so 
much, while Molly blinked up at me. But now I don't speak to him at length. I rather 
feel like he is within me somewhere, knowing my thoughts and feelings, shaking his 
head and sighing at the mess I've made, trying to make everything right. I hope he 
doesn't hate me, wherever he is. I hope he doesn't resent me, or judge me for the choices 
I made. After all I gave up hating him and resenting him a long time ago.  
  I've stopped thinking about the woman. Who she was, how far it went, whether 
he loved her or not. I can blot it out of my mind, blur it out until it's merely a slight ache 
behind my eye, the aftertaste of a bitter pill. Sometimes I think that I imagined it, that it 
was nothing, that Tom would have turned around and laughed, told me it was mine, he 
had bought me it at the pharmacy earlier that week, a surprise, a joke. Told me it was a 
co-worker’s, completely innocent. He could have said anything, in the heat of the 
moment, he could have said any lie and I would have believed him. But he didn't. He 
wanted me to know and that is what keeps me awake at night, makes me feel sick and 
dizzy and like I am being ripped in two. He was leaving me. He didn't love me 
anymore. He would have taken Molly and left me alone. I was always going to be 
without them, one way or another. Fate foretold it. That night took everything away 
from me but gave me something new. I glance at Molly. Hope. But that never changed 
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my feelings for him and that is why I am here now, making everything right, continuing 
to care for him, continuing to need him.  
  Molly has wondered off now, and is tracing her fingers across the etchings of the 
tombstones at the far side of the graveyard. I watch her face set with morbid fascination 
as she bends to read the names of people that have long turned to dust. I wonder if she 
really understands, if she can empathise and feel for the lost people, the families, the 
children. I am suddenly furious and I call her over and push her roughly towards Tom's 
stone. She rests a hand on it to steady herself, her fingers slipping into the hollows of 
the 'T'. I stare at her, waiting for something, a clue perhaps, an emotion, sadness or 
resentment or fear. Her face is set blank.  
  “Hello Dad,” she says after a while. In a way I'm proud. Hello is better than 
goodbye. She never got to say either.  
  In the car home she is silent, picking at the loose threads of her seatbelt. It 
strikes me that I have raised a complicated girl, a deep thinking, problematic girl, a girl 
who will grow to be a suffering woman. In the end she will become me, have a daughter 
of her own, be cheated on, be hated, be rejected, crumble, fall, break but come out of it 
all rebuilt with a skin of iron, solid as a rock. At the house I catch her before she can run 
off and hold her against me for a moment. She looks up and me with her big eyes and 














The boy, Smith, is in the kitchen the next day, brewing green tea and wooing the office 
hags with tales of his fascinating life and fearless adventures. It doesn't take much to 
impress them, and they coo over his words like wolves. Fresh, young meat. I glower at 
him from across the room while he chats away about this and that, about his pretentious 
university life, and travels across Asia and his friends who all seem to be called Marco 
and Steveo and Jonno. After a while, he sits down next to me and I feel the hairs on my 
body bristle.  
  He doesn't look at me for a while, and instead fiddles with the cling film of his 
packed lunch, sifting through the items. It’s then that I notice how beautiful he truly is, 
with his long feminine fingers and small hands, his soft dark hair, his thin grey eyes. He 
looks different, in this light, I realise. His face has set into a straight line and the 
severity suits him more, makes him look older and more intelligent. He looks up 
suddenly and I blush into my pasta bowl. I see him smile out of the corner of his eye. 
  “Kate,” he says gently, not taking his eyes from his lunch and the whole room 
drops to a deadly silence. Maureen freezes over her soup. Joan's mouth drops wide. 
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Margot drops her spoon. I imagine, hundreds of people, flocking by the office stopping 
to a standstill and looking up at the little window of the staff room, waiting. So I wait 
too.  
  “Kate, I was really impressed with your article on the closure of the local 
supermarket last week,” he says softly, looking up at me with his bright eyes. Someone 
snorts. I feel my whole body tensing into a tight ball.  For a moment I can't speak, my 
throat is sealed tightly shut. 
   “Were you?” I ask suspiciously. Smith nods.  
  “I think you raised a lot of really important issues about the state of the local 
economy. And I say good on you for supporting small businesses. It was refreshing to 
read such an honest approach.” I sit very still staring at a stain on the coffee table. It 
looks like someone left a mug on there for too long, or maybe put down a hot plate 
before it had cooled. In the corner the office girls whisper. I can't hear what they're 
saying but I can guess. I can feel Maureen seething with anger, the heat radiating from 
her is burning my skin.  
  “Thanks,” I manage, and Smith stands up, lightly tapping my knee. He leaves, 
and I sit staring into space until the hateful glares of the staff force me to leave too. As I 
close the door the room explodes in noise.  
         * 
 Later that night I sit with Molly watching a made-for-TV film about a young knight 
who falls in love with a princess, a sickening 1970s low budget type that neither of us 
are really interested in. Molly snores softly into my arm and I hold her tightly against 
me. There's something comforting about the warmth of another person, the feeling of 
not being alone. I watch the knight ride into the castle to ask the king for the princess' 
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hand in marriage. The king refuses and a furious battle ensues. The prince is injured, a 
trickle of tomato ketchup blood flowing over the cheap blue velvet of his robes. The 
beautiful princess rushes to his side, standing between her father and the boy she loves.  
  Me and Tom never really bought into the whole romance thing. We loved each 
other and we knew it, and that was all that counted. We saw beauty and poetry in all 
things. We once saw a man take cocaine through his eye on a metro train in Paris and 
we thought it so fascinating that we spoke excitedly about it for hours. Tom thought it 
represented the decay of human nature. I couldn’t stop thinking of his milky white eyes, 
his grey skin. I’d never seen someone so close to death.  
  I think about Smith, Benjamin Smith, and his strange kindness. I've been an 
outcast in the office since the day Tom died. I have come to realise that Tom worked 
tirelessly to protect me from the opinions of others and to protect me from myself. He 
knew that they all hated me, all judged me, all laughed at me and he concealed it from 
me. He smoothed the gaps between us. He was the neutral, the go-between. Everyone 
liked Tom, so they had to like me by default. Now he was gone there was nothing that 
stood in their way. But now there was Benjamin Smith: young, funny, charismatic and 
he chose to speak to me. Surely his mother had warned him away from someone like 
me. I'd heard them whisper it in the corridors. Crazy. Mental. Weird. I wish they'd all 
burn and leave me to walk through the ashes of the universe alone.  
  As much as I despise Smith, as much as I hate everything he stands for, as much 
as his opinions and attitude make me feel sick, I realise he could be useful. An ally. A 
good influence. Someone for Molly to bond with, because I've tried and failed too many 
times. And more than anything I need someone to keep me alive, to protect me. I need 
someone to shield me from myself, to keep me upright and afloat. I need someone to 
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soothe the pain, to ease the grief. And most of all I need someone to sacrifice, must it 
come to that. I've seen the eyes in the night, hovering above my bed. I've seen the eyes 


























“Coffee,” says the boy, leaning over my desk, knocking the monitor with his sharp little 
elbow. I take a long breath and carefully save the document, clicking on the little folder 
icon four times and closing the computer down, before meeting his eyes. He waits for 
my response, eyebrows raised, faint smile on his lips. He's laughing at me. Of course he 
is.  
  “No thanks,” I say, getting up hurriedly and packing my stuff away into my 
satchel, my cardigan looping around the chair and snagging, causing me to stumble 
backwards. I struggle to free myself and he leans forward, and carefully unhooks to 
fabric, releasing me. “Thank you,” I murmur reluctantly, and he catches my arm, softly 
drawing me towards him. 
   “Why not?” he asks.  
  “Why?” I counter, thumbing the plastic corner of the desk, avoiding his eyes. 
  “Because that's what people do, in the real world, or have you been out of it so 
long that you can't remember?” At first, I think he's mocking me but when I look up at 
him, bursting with resentment and spite, I realise he's laughing, laughing at them. I like 
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him more for that. I laugh too. 
  Smith slurps his coffee greedily, licking his lips so that his stubble moustache 
wobbles like a miniature, hairy Mexican wave. I sip my chai latte and eye him over the 
rim, waiting for his next move. In check. I don't know why we're here or what he wants. 
I don't even know why I agreed. I think wistfully of Molly, home alone, and wonder 
what she's doing and what plans she's brewing. I imagine her licking the length of the 
carving knives and hiding one under her bed. I imagine her searching through my 
drawers and cupboards, desperately looking for clues to torture me with, to break me. 
The thought makes me shiver. I promise myself I won't stay long. 
  Smith grins happily at the street outside the low coffee shop window, 
accidentally kicking my foot under the table in his haste to gorm a passing Sainsbury's 
lorry. It occurs to me that he is incapable of being still, never able to rest for one 
moment. He is forever pulling at his collar or fiddling nonchalantly with his spoon or 
forming less-than-impressive abstract sculptures with his napkin. He is a creative 
genius, I don't doubt it, but to me he is a bloody fool. No, he is a child, and I am as old 
as time. He is pure, in his heart and in his mind. He never murdered anyone.  
  I've always hated cafes, but I couldn't say that to him, not after he'd saved me, 
after he'd taken a chance on me. I have to show him that I can do normal, that it's them, 
it's all lies.  I would have been happier outside in the rain, the cold air beating at my 
ears, the droplets running down my neck. The freedom, the ability to run away.  
  I notice that a group of teenage girls are whispering and giggling, looking our 
way and at first, I blush, thinking they're mocking me, but then I realise that they're 
looking at him. And I see it again, how handsome he is, almost beautiful. They probably 
think I'm his mother. 
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  I allow him to walk me back home and let him kiss me with his sharp dry lips. 
It's my first kiss since I kissed the cold lips of my husband's corpse. I know which was 
better. I want to spit on the pavement but I can't until he's out of sight. I watch him skip 
down the drive, smiling to himself, and hope he'll fall down a manhole. Then I look 

























On top of the chest of drawers in my bedroom, between the photo frames of ghosts, 
beside the hairsprays, perfume bottles and seaside knick-knacks is a tube of lipstick. A 
regular, non-descript, silver tube, with a black lid. There's a clear round circle in the lid 
so you can see the colour of the lipstick. The writing around the base of the tube 
describes the colour as 'Sunset Scarlet' but I'd describe it as slut red, devil's red, filthy 
harlot red. I hold it between my thumb and forefinger as if it is made of lava, as if the 
balm is actually burning red hot. I used to keep it in the drawer, out of sight, out of 
mind, but now I like to keep it where I can see it. Watching me. Staring. Standing a 
thousand feet taller than anything else around it. Glowing with a lewd, mocking pulse. 
One night, after a bottle of merlot and a good cry, I'd stumbled up the stairs and slashed 
it across my lips. In the mirror I stood, pale, too thin, too angular, too much chin. Red 
lips never suited me and he knew that. My own lipstick collection consisted of nudes 
and browns, the occasional pale pink for parties. My reflection leered back at me, the 
harsh tone against my skin, the uneven, clown-like lines. I looked simultaneously both 
old and young. In the swaying dull light I could hardly conceal the lines and crow's feet 
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that seemed to have appeared overnight. The darkening around my eyes was not just for 
hangovers but had become a constant feature and the grey streak in my hair could 
hardly be passed off as a trick of the light. My eyes were dull now, even yellowing 
slightly. I imagined Molly, with her flushed cheeks and dark hair, intense set eyes and 
large mouth. She'd carry off the lipstick perfectly.  
  The house is quiet and empty this evening and I try to decide whether I miss her 
or not. I busy myself with sifting through the ironing, cleaning the work surface, lining 
up the tins in the pantry. I finally settle in the living room with a cup of Earl Grey and 
watch the adverts. The endless images of new cars and frozen food and insurance plans 
seem to blur into one and I can't help but think of her. I imagine her, laughing, her voice 
booming louder than the others, her clumsy movements. The other girls, are they in awe 
of her? Or do they speak about her in harsh whispers when she goes to the bathroom? I 
don't want her to be ridiculed or hated. I don't want her to spend her childhood in fear 
and denial. But then I want her to experience what it's like to be at the bottom. I want to 
raise her to be grounded and have empathy. I want her to be like me. But she's not. She's 
not a thing like me. She's like my father: self-confident, over-assured, charismatic. He's 
never lost a thing in his life. Not even a game of Monopoly or Connect 4 or Snakes and 
Ladders. I remember as a child, sitting at the high dining room table, struggling to peer 
over the tall dark wood surface, careful not to put my elbows on the lace doilies or 
frown too much or slouch. My father, tall, dark, a big booming voice that could 
command an army, a battleship, but rather commanded our house, our little clan.   
  “In life, Kate, you get once choice,” he'd say, pausing for a slosh of whiskey, no 
matter what time of day, the droplets shaking in his moustache. “One choice. You're 
either a winner or a loser. What will you be?” When I was younger I'd always 
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confidently say: “winner,” and then I'd lose at another board game, come second in my 
school's spelling bee, fall at the first hurdle at sports day. And I'd look up at him, that 
old Victorian, that relic and he'd raise one solitary eyebrow and it was enough.  
   I get up suddenly and dial the number printed on the palm of my hand. “Hello, is 
that Tara's mother?” 
  There's an intake of breath.  
  “Yes,” answers a shrill female voice, a hint of suspicion in her tone.  
  “It's Molly's Mum. I just wanted to check that she's OK.”  
  I feel her relax a bit. “Yes, she's fine. The girls are watching a movie in the 
living room now, do you want me to fetch her?” 
  “No, no, don't disturb her,” I say hurriedly. There's a sharp silence. I replay her 
words. “Fine.” what does “fine” mean? I imagine scene after scene. My daughter 
running riot around the kitchen, scaring the other girls, filthy with dirt. My daughter 
pulling hair or having hair pulled, crying in the bathroom. My daughter, as honest and 
foolhardy as ever, happily dismissing her dinner of fish fingers or chicken nuggets, the 
mother's eyes narrowing, judging, marking, hating.  
  I end the call quickly with pleasantries. I feel a bit ill afterwards and lay down 
on the sofa, staring into the bright light of the bulb until all I can see are pink and 
orange dots dancing across my eyes. Out of the corner of my eye I think I see Sam 
reflected in the glass of the picture frame, waving at me. But when I turn around there's 












I peer around the door and it’s Smith, a stupid silent laugh already ready to burst from 
his lips. I silently die. “Well surprise, you!” he booms, taking me in his arms, his 
shoulders whacking against my chin. I shudder and stand very still until he releases me. 
He smells of Lynx and underwear.   
  “What are you doing here?” I ask levelly, trying to keep the ice out of my tone. 
  “I was in the area and I thought I'd pop by, see how you are. Melanie in the 
office said you'd been off all week,” he lowers his voice and strokes my chin with a 
long finger. “I was worried about you.” His hair is different, all spiky and childish and 
ridiculous. I wonder if it's for my benefit, if I should mention it and act all impressed. It 
would be the decent thing to do. In the end I can't bring myself to do it. He brushes my 
hip with his hand and I quickly step backwards. 
  “Well I'm completely fine now. Just a stomach bug. I'm sure you've got lots of 
other things to be doing so I'll let you get on with it....” I say hurriedly and start to close 
the door but he laughs and brushes inside, leaving me stood on the doorstep.  
  “Lovely place you've got here, Kate,” he bellows, turning over the utensils in his 
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hands, glancing at Molly's artistic designs on the walls, the original wooden beams. I 
look at him, standing in my kitchen, Tom's kitchen. Standing there, tall, gangly, happy. 
It's an insult him being here. It makes me feel sick. But instead I smile and welcome 
him in.  
  “You’ve got a daughter?” he asks, peering at the school photo on the counter. I 
hesitate. 
  “Yes.” He picks up the picture and inspects it. Why does he always have to 
analyse everything? I stay very still and hold my breath, counting the squares on the 
ceiling. 
  “I can see the resemblance,” he says, putting the photo down and blinking his 
long eyelashes at me.  
  I take him on a tour, from room to room, because that's what they do in the 
books and movies. It's the right thing to do, although I hardly know what to say. In the 
living room I point out the sofa, the TV, the wooden floor, apologise for the stain on the 
rug, make excuses for the dirty curtains. But he laughs, walking too close behind me, 
breathing all over my neck.  
  “You're a funny one, Kate,” he says as he loiters around the bathtub. “Your dry 
humour is what I really like about you.”  I have no idea what he means.  
  At the bedroom door I freeze, scanning the perfect, neat linen of the bed sheets 
but I know what I have to do. As he pumps into me I think of the shopping I need to do 
when I pick Molly up from school. There's eggs, milk, ham for her sandwiches, jam, 
butter. The bed-head bangs against the wall and I listen to its beat bam bam bam like a 
drum. Anna would take me to watch the local brass band play at the bandstand when I 
was a little girl. It wasn't something that either of us particularly enjoyed but I liked the 
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bold red and gold of the uniforms and she liked the beer in the clubhouse afterwards.  
I'd never taken to brass. In Tom’s flat, his neighbour's insistent trombone attempts drove 
us to tears, and I’ve never been impressed by the clips I've heard on the TV or radio. 
But I like percussion, the pitter pitter pitter of a snare drum. Smith's breath is hot and 
wet on my shoulder and I imagine the germs from his large molars flowing over me, 
little green creatures revelling and celebrating across my scrubbed clean pores.  
  I become aware of someone watching us after a while. Two sharp white eyes in 
the dark of the corridor beyond. Tom stands with his arms folded, staring at me, at 
Smith, at us. He doesn't move or say anything; his face is blank. I want to reach out to 
him, to rush out and hold him to me, to shake him and kick him until he becomes real. 
Instead I close my eyes and imagine it's him inside me instead.  
  Afterwards Smith helps me fold the sheets and smooth the duvet flat. Then he 
sits beside me while we watch some daytime soap opera, his arms around me as he 
gently strokes my hair. We don't say anything. I watch him out of the corner of my eye 
and wonder if I love him yet, if I've stopped hating him, if anything has changed. I 
imagine him living here, kissing me over breakfast, bonding with Molly, picking her up 
his little yellow car, taking her to the park. I imagine his head on Tom's side of the bed, 
his clothes in Tom's wardrobe. I think I've forgotten how to love. I think I am broken. 
There's something tender in his eyes as he gently kisses me goodbye. I wonder what he 
sees in me, what he wants. Maybe he is a sick, sick little boy with a penchant for twisted 
older women and that he's using me, using me for what? I don't suppose it really 
matters. I want Molly to be happy, and maybe he could make her that way. A child 
needs a father. I spit at the idea, bile rising in my mouth. I watch him walk down the 










After Sam, Anna was my favourite. In fact, I sometimes think of her as my first love, 
maybe even my only love. Even Tom couldn’t live up to Anna. Smith comes nowhere 
near. 
  She was beautiful of course, in the way that all wronged women and damned 
women are, but none of that really mattered to me. It mattered to my father who loved 
her unflinchingly and painstakingly from the moment she accepted the job, hating her 
for the way she walked his home, like a ghost, always there but always out of reach. 
Hating the way she eluded him, her pleasantries, her level voice, her niceness, all the 
things he loathed and desired. Hating the way she teased him with her bare feet on his 
white sofa, the way she stared into his eyes as she spoke, the way she made my mother 
look like the cold statuesque ornament that she was.  
  It mattered to my mother who envied her with a burning hatred, envied the 
slenderness of her dark body, the boldness of her, the cloud of nonchalance that she left 
behind her. Sometimes I think my mother envied Anna’s capability to love, to smile 
brightly at the end of her shift, packing her bag away into the little red car she would 
143 
 
drive home to her husband and children. But what my mother truly envied about Anna 
was her youth, the way she laughed freely without the bitterness of age, the way the 
visitors of the house stared at her, and most importantly the way she didn’t give a fuck 
about any of us. 
  I didn’t know it at the time but I see it so clearly now. I imagine her little 
terraced house in the rougher part of town. I see red wine and steak, clutching her 
husband as they roll the notes in their forefingers, laughing until the house is filled with 
sound. Her double life. She had two families. Her own who she loved and adored, and 
mine where she played whore to my demented father, love rival to my psychotic 
mother, carer to my broken brother and parent to me, the lonely, deluded brat. How she 
longed to kill us all. She never showed it, never let the mask slip, not once. She was 
clever like that. But there was always a hint of laughter on her lips as she served us our 
dinner, always a smirk as she read my bedtime story, always a distance and an iciness 
that I couldn’t quite place at the time. She had pictures of her son on a keyring that she 
showed to guests. He was younger than me by a few years, perfect oval eyes, smooth 
skin. He always looked happy. I longed for her to love me like she loved her son. I 
longed for her to be my mother, to laugh with me and hold me. I dreamt of her kissing 
me like she kissed him, the husband, the devil of my nightmare. In my dreams he 
clawed at her body, consuming her, breaking her. And Anna, she laughed. 
  I grew older, so did she. Her spark faded, so did mine. I tried as I could to move 
closer to her, to let my hand brush her hip in the corridor, to catch her eye in the garden, 
to have her to myself, just for a second. Her barriers were iron. She pushed me away. 
Men began to look through her. Her son had left home, her husband breaking at the 
seams, the nights of laughter fallen into long hours of silence, the flicker of a TV screen. 
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   The last time I saw her was New Year’s Eve. I was nineteen. In six months’ 
time I’d meet Tom, but there was no way I could know that. My parents had put on a 
woeful dinner for their colleagues at the law firm. They were dreadfully pretentious 
events, no more than an excuse for upper middle-class people to spit at the names of 
their clients, drink dusty whiskey and act up in the comfortable bubble of joyful 
animosity that floated around our house. It was that evening that I caught Anna taking 
pills in the kitchen. I assumed at the time that they were drugs, that they were part of 
this mysterious, fantastic life of secret sin that she led outside the stuffiness of our 
family, that I’d seen a break in the matrix for a fleeting second. But, the more I think of 
it, they were probably painkillers, taking the edge off, numbing the world around her.  
  We stared at each other across the dark kitchen, the light off, only the bright 
light of the moon illuminating her. There was mischief in her eyes, a sort of fuck-you 
type anger, a carelessness that made my lungs tighten with fear or maybe something 
else. I watched her as she crossed the room, delicate and graceful, long limbs, and quick 
eyes like a hare. She knew what she wanted. She always got what she wanted. She came 
so close to me that I could feel her breath on my neck, feel the outline of her chest 
against mine, our knees touching. She looked into my eyes, and I could feel my body 
shaking as I ran my hands across the back of her neck. Her lips brushed mine as her 
hand found its way up my skirt, gently tracing the inside of my legs and moving slowly 
upwards. I reached out to pull her towards me but she backed away, slipping around me 
and out of the room, her eyes never leaving me, that glint of something unknown. She 
always got what she wanted but she didn’t want me. 
  That was the last time I ever saw her. My mother said she left a note. It was 
brief. When I think of her now I can only see her as dead or as a prostitute, crouched in 
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the doorway of a smoky room, smudged eyeliner and red lipstick, ripped tights and tear 
stains, bright green veins and cuts, more beautiful than ever. I wonder if she ever thinks 
of us, that fucked up family that wanted her and needed her so desperately. That gave 























I pause at the door of the cafe and turn around to face him, blocking the way with my 
arms. I feel sick at the idea of being in a confined space with him, to endure anymore of 
his falsehoods and mysteries. I want to run. Smith grins, mistaking my hesitancy for 
intimacy, leaning in to kiss my temple, his hands finding their way around my waist. A 
few drops of rain trickle down from the guttering and we watch them drip onto the 
flagstones, one after another. He’s dressed in beige slacks, an olive-green pullover and 
his hair is roughly gelled back. He looks like he’s about to board a train to the 
countryside to live with a kind Mr Tom type, just 'til the war is over. I hate him.  
  It's his choice today, one of those hipster cafes on the high street, the one with a 
big green avocado in the window proclaiming ‘gluten-free, lactose-free, celiac-friendly, 
vegan, organic, farmer-friendly, fair-trade, local food products.’ He orders some sort of 
quinoa-infused Nairobi-sourced tea, I order coffee, black as my heart. We sit in the 
window box watching the world go by. I sip my coffee in silence. It's served in a jar that 
burns your fingers through to the bone, and the tables are reinforced cardboard fruit 
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boxes, but he seems to like it here. There isn't anything Smith doesn't like. He even likes 
me, somehow.  
  “Tell me about your daughter,” he says suddenly, taking me off-guard. I clear 
my throat and pull at my sleeves. I think I hear someone whisper in my ear, but when I 
turn around there’s no-one there.  
  “What is there to tell?” I say, with a shrug. He frowns over his clear-lens fashion 
glasses, leaning back slightly to take me all in. I hate it when he does that, then he tries 
to see inside me, tries to dismember me with his eyes and lay all the pieces out in front 
of him like a collage of the pathetic miserable being I am: all black ink and charcoal and 
torn crepe paper. I try to stay calm, lowering my eyes.  
  “Well what does she like to do? What is she like? Is she more like you or her 
dad?” I boil red hot inside, my hands are asbestos, I grip the jar and let the pain rise 
through me. If I focus on that, on my flesh tearing away, on the sizzling of my skin then 
I can win. I can do this. After a while I shrug, straightening up in my seat.  
  “She's just a little girl, I don't know what more to say really.” 
  Smith laughs, raising his over-plucked eyebrows. “Most women love to talk 
about their children, they-” 
  “Known a lot of women, have you?” I blurt out before I can stop myself and he 
flashes his eyes up at me, hurt, angry.  
  “That wasn't called for,” he says quietly, pronouncing every letter as if it is bitter 
on his tongue.  
  I take a deep breath and sigh. “I'm sorry.” We sit in silence for a few minutes 
while he twitches in his seat and I stare into my coffee wondering what I have become, 
wondering when I stopped being human. I'd had friends once, real ones, not just the 
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ones inside my head. Me and Tom had had ‘couple friends’. We drank wine and talked 
about the news, we socialised. I socialised. I could hold my own, start a conversation, 
relax, laugh. And now I was here, unable to speak to this boy, toying with him like a 
stray cat with a rat, sadistic, disgusting. I lace my fingers with his, remembering how 
they traced the angles of my body. 
  “I just want to know what we're doing here,” I say, shocking him out of his sulk. 
“We're having coffee, Kate, we are doing what normal people do, remember?” he tries a 
weak smile, but I flare at him. 
  “I don't,” I say, my voice rising. “I don't know what normal people do, because 
that's not me and you know that.” The people on the tables around fall quiet and turn to 
stare. Smith flushes pink, casting a glance around the room. It's the first time I've seen 
him like this, weakened, unguarded, without all his bravado and self-confidence and it 
spurs me on.  
  “Come on, admit it,” I hiss. “This is all a big joke, isn't it?” He opens his mouth 
to speak, shaking his head but I cut across him.  
  “Who put you up to this? Was it Mummy? Funny isn't it, let's have a laugh, take 
the crazy bitch out and we'll all laugh at her expense. Let's see just how fucked up the 
cranky old widow really is!” 
  “Kate, stop this, please,” begs Smith, leaning across the table and trying to cup 
my hand in his. I rip it away, standing up and sending the jars and plates rattling across 
the floor.  
  “No, you stop this. It's cruel,” I whisper, grabbing my coat and rushing for the 
door.  
  I run until I can run no further, rushing blind through side streets until I 
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reawaken in an unfamiliar part of town. I lean against a wall and catch my breath, 
scanning the streets for him. He hasn't followed and if he did, I lost him long ago. I 
clasp my eyes tightly shut, fighting back the tears and clench my nails into the flesh of 
my palms. Shame floods over me, and I cringe at my outburst. As if the office girls 
didn't have enough ammo to pelt me with. This would be the ultimate condemnation. I 
am ruined, I am done.  
  A shadow falls over me and I jump backwards, hitting the brick wall behind me. 
A man stands before me, taller than anyone I've ever seen, face hidden by a long black 
hood. He reaches a thin white hand out towards me and I try to pull away, breath 
catching in my throat. I look wildly around me, searching for an escape but I'm down an 
alley, a dead end. There’s no-where to run, no-one to scream to.  
  “Please,” I whisper. He lays his hand on my shoulder. 
   “Are you alright, love?” he asks. I blink up at him. “You look a bit upset,” he 
tries again. I relax a bit, tears slipping down my face.  
  “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, I..” 
  The man pulls back his hood and to my horror I am met by Sam's face, smiling 
kindly down at me, except his skin is tinged blue, his eyes bloodshot and lips purple. I 
scream and try to push him away but his face comes closer and closer. My hands are 
wet from where they touched his chest. I can smell plants and algae. I can't take my eyes 
away from his, the blood pulsing through the tiny intricate veins of his eyes.  
  “What's wrong?” he yells, jumping away from me with his hands held up. I take 
my chance and sprint past him, stumbling and almost falling, running headlong towards 
the glimmer of light from the main road. I cast a glance back when I meet the road but 
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Sam is gone, replaced by a plain youth staring back at me, aghast as if he was the one 



























As I walk into the office I notice two things:  Firstly, that the room is very quiet and 
very tense, no chatter from the reception girls, no laughter from the printer room, no 
awkward conversations with Frank or Creepy Ken from Accounting. And secondly, that 
all eyes are fixed on my desk. I walk over slowly, feeling as though my every 
movement is analysed, watched. I stumble on my heel and feel a hundred intakes of 
breath. I flush bright pink. Pinned to my monitor is a folded piece of paper with two 
words printed in bold red font. I sit down in my chair and drop my bag onto the floor, 
unzipping my coat, trying my best to ignore it, trying to keep my face blank. Steel 
mask. Armour. Protection. I glance up and all the eyes dart back to their own screens 
except for one pair. I drag my eyes away from hers. The next thing I notice is that all 
my pencils are snapped in half and neatly lined up along the bottom of the keyboard.  
  Then I see Smith out of the corner of my eye, head down, shoulders hunched. 
He looks tired, younger somehow, as though he has reversed overnight into nothing 
more than a little boy. I wonder what I ever saw in him. I watch him make his way to 
his mother, her, whose eyes have never left me other than to summon him to her side 
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where he can be watched, protected. She takes him by the arm but he pushes her 
roughly away. I see her anger flare for a moment, that little string of attachment, that 
bond crumbling away into dust. He glances up at me for a moment, his gaze finding 
mine, his face unreadable before disappearing into the stockroom. I take the note off the 
monitor and fold it neatly and place it in the bin. I sweep the pencils to one side.  
  I try to work on the article I've been assigned, a short piece about a hero dog that 
saved a child from a rabid guinea pig. There's an interview with the mother of the girl 
who is now petitioning to get the beast a CBE. 
  After a while I can't stand the whispers any longer and I march over to 
Maureen's desk and sweep the entire contents of her desk to the floor, computer and all. 
She shrieks in horror and office doors fly open as the monitor and tower land with a 
crash, plastic and metal cascading across the tiles. “Look at her! Look what she's done!” 
screams Maureen to anyone who will listen, hysterical. “I told you this was what she's 
like! She's not fit to be here, she's crazy!” 
  “Yes, that's right,” I hiss at her, pointing a finger in her face. “I'm crazy so you 
had better watch out.” Maureen screams dramatically again, a perfect Hollywood wail, 
and I walk away, dusting down my jeans. I walk past Smith. He tries to say something 
but no words come out. I don't look at him. Frank is standing aghast with his back 
against his office door, peering through his fingers. “I quit,” I tell him simply. No one 
tries to stop me as I leave, skipping down the stairs two at a time. Outside the cold air 
hits me and I feel alive. I laugh all the way home.  
  I take all my papers, documents and files out into the garden and set alight to 
them in the dustbin, whooping and chanting as I dance around it, barefoot in the 
moonlight. Molly watches from her bedroom window. I try to call to her, to motion her 
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down, but she refuses, her face never changing. I take my laptop and smash it to pieces, 
throwing the discarded keys above my head like confetti. Congratulations to you! What 
a wonderful day! Such beautiful memories! The blushing bride flushed by flames, the 
veil of ash and despair. Everything is coming together nicely. 
  That night my phone lights up with Smith's name, but I ignore it. What's done is 
done. I have no need for him and his cruel lies. I lie on the sofa, just about able to make 
out the curve of the moon through the glass of the bay window. Molly is asleep upstairs, 
but I am wide awake, replaying the scenes of the day over and over in my head. I cringe 
at my outburst, at the faces of the staff, and the horror of it all. Tears slip from my eyes 
as I remember them, judging me, sneering. I vowed I would wrap myself in iron. When 
Tom was alive we were a team, and it's much easier to defend yourself when someone's 
got your back. Now I'm nothing. No-one. A magpie swoops across the window and 
lands on the sill, tapping on the glass urgently with its beak. I close my eyes and let the 


















After Anna left things became unbearable. The house was chaos and my mother 
couldn't cope. She let everything dust over. Meals consisted of beans on toast or fish 
fingers. The water was always cold. She was crueller than ever, reserved, angry. She left 
the house for hours on end. I never knew where she went. I learnt to enjoy my time 
alone more than in her company. My father worked longer and longer hours until a heart 
attack brought him down to earth with a crash, and he took to hiding away day after day 
in his study, shouting down the phone at his assistants and cursing his computer. He 
took a minor interest in me for a week while I showed him how to use spreadsheets. He 
looked at me more than he had in nineteen years. He seemed to notice me for the first 
time, that I was no longer just the second child, The Girl Who Shouldn’t Have Been. 
We had coffee and cake together. We spoke about the world. He was impressed, 
temporarily, until the job was done and he banned me, indefinitely, from his office. We 
haven't spoken much since.  
  At twenty I got a job sweeping hair in a local barbers that dealt more in Class A 
drug distribution than buzz cuts. Eamon Walsh, known affectionately as Fat-E, ran the 
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business from a red swivel chair in the corner of the room, where he watched the clients 
come and go, organised the deliveries, and shouted at me to bring him Mars Bars and 
painkillers for his back. I was a runner for him a few times but I never really got the 
knack for it: I was too scared of the dodgy backstreets, the empty parking lots, the 
tenement blocks. I was even more scared of the police getting hold of me. A few of Fat-
E's mates had been inside and the stories they told kept me awake at night, cold sweat 
running down my neck. After a few years I was promoted to 'Personal Assistant' which 
meant I was a glorified servant, now qualified to run to Subway three times a day to 
satisfy the staffs' insatiable saturated-fat needs. I was also in charge of taking bookings 
for both cuts and coke and was trusted enough to mind the shop on the occasions Fat-E 
went to visit the supplier. Fat-E was besotted with me, according to the barbers. It was 
true that he called me his 'Golden Girl,' and liked me to sit close to him and sometimes 
pleaded with me to hold his swollen, sweaty hand but I don't think he had much interest 
in me really. A man like Fat-E has many enemies and he never really trusted me, he put 
his trust in the young men who lurked by the canal at night (It was well known but 
never said out loud). Fat-E was a gentle giant unless crossed. I'm sure I heard him slit a 
bloke's throat in the back room once but I kept my head down and made myself forget 
about it. It was probably just the wind.  
  The main reason I worked at the barbers was the delight it gave me to see my 
parents’ squirm when their friends asked about my career choices. While their dear 
Quentin or Elizabeth was studying Medicine or Law at you-know-where, I was playing 
accessory to crime and tea-maker to a twisted sociopath in a damp-smelling barber shop 
in the backstreets of town. Or, as my mother put it, I was a “young and warm-hearted 
visionary, wanting to experience the world, and was charitably assisting with the start-
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up of a new prosperous business in the sector of public improvement.” Of course.  
  I was mopping the floor of the barbers when I met Tom. When he stumbled 
through the door, clad in white shirt and tie, tripping over himself, everyone turned to 
stare. He wasn't one of the usuals. He didn’t have a leather jacket, or tattoos, or a 
mohawk, or a black eye. He didn’t have a shaved head and cheap tracksuit bottoms. He 
was so out of place we would have laughed, if we hadn't been scared shitless. I was 
convinced he was a cop, and so was Fat-E, which is why an awkward misunderstanding 
led to him pinning Tom against the wall with a razor to his throat while me and the 
barbers shouted and tried to peel him off. Tom wasn't a cop, it turned out. He was new 
to the area having just been travelling and was now looking for work, or more 
immediately, a haircut. I hated him instantly. He was too charming, too confident: he 
oozed the lifestyle I was trying to run away from. But the more he visited the barbers 
and the more we spoke, I realised that's what he was trying to run away from too. We 
were the same, born into the wrong families, always feeling out of place, wanting to be 
free. He wasn't rich or pretentious, he was living off a couple of hundred pounds he'd 
picked up here and there and could barely afford hot water in his flat.  
  It was a whirlwind romance. We spent most days lounging around his flat, 
ignoring the stench from next door, eating frozen food and half-starving to death, 
spending each night watching TV without a licence and sharing a can of beer. Within a 
year we were married and within two we had nailed the jobs. Somehow, by some 
miraculous error we found ourselves as Office Juniors at the local paper. We laughed in 
the faces of the editors, we were raucous, we were young. We hated the job but we 
wanted the money. And in the end we had enough for the cottage. We finally had our 
own place. We walked around it like ghosts, scared to touch anything.  
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  Then Tom changed, he grew old overnight. He matured, he developed, he 
wanted something more from life, he said. The promotions came. There was no more 
fooling around in the store cupboard or scanning our hands on the photocopier, no more 
late night tinnies and huddling together for warmth. I had everything I’d ever wanted 
but he wanted more. Nevertheless, we were happy. I was happy. The voices stopped. 
Things didn’t hurt so much. 
  I barely spoke to my mother and she didn't call much either. When she did it was 
pleasantries, generic questions and generic answers, we were oh so polite. Tom called 
her 'The Gorgon' and that made us laugh like we were kids again. 
  As I grew older I began to see that I was on an iceberg, slowly melting into the 
warm waters around me while everyone else watched, silently and solemnly from the 
comfort of their homes on solid ground.  Everyone that was except for Tom. I thought 
that he had saved me, that he’d paddled across the entire ocean to wrap his arms around 
me and pull me to safety. In my mind there were no gaps between us. We were 
complete. But now I see that I was living a lie. That he had never really fixed me, nor 
had he ever tried. He didn't pull me across the sea to safety, but rather sat down on that 
iceberg beside me, so that it would sink faster.  
   And then the question came, the one I had been dreading and sparked this 
whole thing off. I wish I'd been stronger. I wish I had said no. Then we'd still be here, 
still in this little house, slowly drifting away from each other but clinging together, 












I trudge through the rain, bottles clinking together in the white plastic bag that I shield 
under my coat. I stop to say “hello,” to Tom, bending down to press my forehead 
against the cold marble of the headstone. I gather the dead flowers from the vase and 
bin them, promising myself to bring new ones next time. Roses perhaps, orange and 
yellow. A burst of colour. There’s a few other parents loitering around the entrance of 
the church, shoulders raised and heads hunched against the rain trickling off the sloped 
roofs of the church. I duck past them. Don’t make eye contact. Don’t breathe. As I pass, 
one of them pounces on me, pinning me against the wall. I want to scream but my lungs 
shut down and I can only let out a weak hiss of air.  
  “Kate!” the beast announces, pulling me into a crushing hug. I stand very still. If 
I stay still it might leave me alone. I can play dead. I’ve seen it on wildlife 
documentaries.  
  The beast leans into the light of the open door and I see her face. Alex’s mum.  
The DI. Suddenly I think lions aren’t so bad after all.  
  “How are you?” she asks, wiping a bead of rain off her forehead. I hear myself 
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tell her that everything is great. “What’s that?” she asks, nodding at the faux pregnancy 
lump of merlot under my coat.  
  “I…it’s just…” I stutter. The bottles clink. Alex’s mum draws herself up to her 
full height. The smile slides off her face.  
  “That’s not…wine…is it?” she asks. 
  I try to back away but my ankles hit the wall of the church. “You’re not 
drinking, are you? Whilst you have a young child in your care? Wait…” she comes 
closer so that she is centimetres away from my face. She inhales, suddenly and 
dramatically. “You’re not…drink driving, are you?”  
  I clench my fists. I realise that I may have to hit her and run. I could make it to 
the car, perhaps, although she’ll be trained for this kind of thing. Queen of the chase. 
She’ll outrun me any day. I try to spot Molly over her shoulder. 
  Alex’s mum bursts out laughing, delivering a sharp blow to my shoulder. “Oh 
Kate, I’m having you on! Don’t look so worried!” All the other parents start to laugh, 
but try as I might, all I can managed is a pained moan. 
  I dart past her and into the church, wiping the combination of cold sweat and 
rainwater off my neck. The clinking of the bottles is somewhat volumized as I walk into 
the hall, the noise echoing around the high ceilings. A few children filter past me, 
shouting their goodbyes. I notice two figures right at the back of the church, chatting in 
front of the alter. I take a step forwards and realise that the shorter figure is Molly, deep 
in conversation. At first, I think the man she is speaking to is Gavin, the youth group 
leader, but I hear his voice behind me and when I look over my shoulder he is laughing 
and joking with a young woman and her son.  
  I walk slowly down the church towards Molly, my footsteps echoing on the 
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shiny wood flooring. I run my hands along the simple pews, knocked and chipped, red 
fabric snagged and pulled. The ornate windows cast a strange coloured glow, which 
flushes my arms red and blue as I make out the orb of the moon through the glass. At 
the far end of the church stands the cross-baring Jesus, life-sized, skin almost glowing 
in the shadowy gloom that falls around it. I try not to look at the nails in his wrists. 
  I stop a few paces away from them and open my mouth to call out to Molly, but 
something stops me. The words turn putrid into my mouth and I spit out bile into the 
grate at my feet. Everything stops. I’m too cold, so cold, the air is thick with ice. I 
shiver and draw my coat around me, allowing the bottles to slip out of my grasp and 
smash across the floor. Pools of red form around me. An ocean of blood.  
  He turns and stares at me. For a second I barely recognise him after all these 
years, but his sad green eyes haven’t changed at all. I don’t move. The wine laps over 
my feet. 
  “Mum!” hisses Molly, flushing pink. He looks from her to me before setting a 
thinly veiled smile.  
  “Here, let me help you.” He moves towards me and I feel my chest clench, a 
searing hot pain across my heart. I wince and try to reach out for Molly but everything 
blurs. I can’t work out where she is. Her voice is all around me, I can’t hear what she’s 
saying but I can hear the disgust in her voice over and over again. My hands are wet 
with sweat. The ground rises up to meet me. 
       * 
I wake up, smelling the earthy scent of wet grass and tarmac. Everything is black. I 
know where I am instantly. I look for Tom but everywhere I turn I’m greeted by faces 
that just don’t fit. My head is pounding but I can’t remember what I’ve drunk, or how 
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much of it. I can’t hear music. Where’s the music? 
  “You gave us a scare there, Kate,” says a voice behind me, and I turn to see the 
green eyes in the gloom. The eyes of my nightmares. Then I see myself for what I truly 
am. A wine-soaked middle-aged wreck, on her knees outside a church. I feel a stab of 
grief, so sudden and unfamiliar that it shocks me. I’d woken up with Tom still in my 
life. We were young. We were free. And now he is gone again. It’s a long time it last 
happened, and the loss aches through me. 
  Molly crouches beside me, her eyes watery, twisting her jacket in her hands 
nervously.  
  “Don’t worry,” I mutter, my throat dry. “I’m OK”.  
  “You just fainted,” says the man, patting me on the shoulder. “We brought you 
out here for some fresh air. It can get a bit stuffy in there,” he says, nodding at the 
church. He winks at Molly and leans forward so he can whisper in my ear. “To be 
honest, I get a bit creeped out sometimes. I’m only here once a week, for the youth 
group, but I don’t like locking up on an evening. All these restless souls,” he casts a 
hand towards the graveyard. I turn my face towards him so we are nose to nose.  
  “I hope he haunts you,” I whisper, but my words catch on a sudden gust of wind 
and are carried away into the tall elm trees, never to be heard. 
  I struggle up, pushing his hand away. I grip Molly firmly by the arm and march 
her away from the church, past my husband’s restless soul and down the hill to the car. 












“What were you talking about?”  
  Molly looks up from her homework. She’s supposed to be filling in a family tree 
for History. The ‘mother’ and ‘father’ sections remain empty. She has spent the past 
hour colouring her own name in gel pen.  
  “What?” she asks, rolling her eyes at me. She is slumped across the table, her 
chin resting on her arm. Her eyes flare at me, challenging me. I gulp. Ever since she’d 
started high school last month she’d been like this. Moody. Temperamental.  
  “What were you talking about with that man at the church the other night?”  
She sighs and continues colouring in the sheet. I wait, digging my nails into my elbows 
and focusing on the pain. Sweet, simple pain.  
  “Who? Rick?” she says nonchalantly.  
  Rick. I try out the name on my tongue. It doesn’t seem right. It doesn’t taste 
right.  
  “We were talking about…Dad,” she says carefully, peaking at me through her 
fringe before quickly looking away. I turn around and lean against the counter, closing 
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my eyes and taking deep breaths.  
  “Why?” I ask. 
  “I’m allowed to talk about my dad!” she shouts suddenly. There’s silence. I run 
my fingers across the worktop, walking them like creepy legs without bodies, taking 
long, ungallant strides. I pretend the cracks in the surface are rivers of lava and jump up 
and up to land safely on the other side. There’s so many cracks. Cracks from pots and 
pans and knives and fists and feet and foreheads. Our shattered lives. 
  “He said it would be good for me to talk more about Dad’s death,” she says. I 
turn around and she has come to stand beside me. She takes my hand gently in hers, and 
for a moment I’m stunned by how much she has grown. “Rick’s a councillor. He’s dealt 
with this before. It might help…both of us.” I pull my hand away. My mind is frantic. It 
was all an act, the other night. He knows. He wants my daughter. He wants back what 
he lost.  
  “He wants to ruin me,” I think out loud, silent tears running down my cheeks. 
  “No, no, that’s not true,” says Molly, rubbing my arm. I nod pathetically through 
my sobs. “Come here,” she says, pulling me into an embrace. I sniffle into her shoulder. 
“It’ll be OK, Mum,” she whispers, stroking my hair.  
  I pull away sharply, my palms connecting with her chest.  
  “He’s got to you too,” I say. There’s a strange clarity that washes over me, 
Molly frowns. I round on her.  
  “You are staying with me, OK? You are my daughter!”  
  Molly nods backing away.  
  “Write it down!” I scream, pointing at her homework, abandoned on the table. 
  Molly doesn’t move.  
164 
 
  “Go on! Write it down on your family tree. My name. Tom’s name.” Molly 
edges slowly around the table, keeping a large gap between us. She sits down and picks 
up a pen. Her hands shake.  
  “No,” I say, taking the pen off her. “Write it in blood.” 
  There’s a few seconds of silence that pass between us. Only the sound of my 
hurried breath and thumping heart can be heard, causing the walls and table to vibrate. 
  “What?” she whispers. I open the cutlery draw and select a small vegetable 
knife. I test its sharpness against my thumb.  
  “Here.” 
  Molly stares at the knife. “You’re not serious…” she says, trying to smile, but 
her lips are shaking too much. A single tear winds down her face.  
  “Molly, I’m deadly serious,” I say. I place the knife in her hand. The blade 
glimmers. “You’ve let me down,” I tell her. “What have I told you about strangers? 
People want to harm you, Molly. They want to harm both of us. We have to stick 
together.”  
  She nods. “We will…we do…I want to stick together,” she says through her 
tears.  
  “Prove it,” I snarl.  
  Her left hand shakes as she brings the point of the knife to her right arm, the tip 
of the blade quivering millimetres away from her flesh. There’s no sounds of traffic 
outside. No birdsong. No life. Just here and now. I stop breathing.  
  The phone rings. We both start. Molly drops the knife and it stabs into the table, 
millimetres away from her arm. I turn away from her and casually pick up the phone.  
  “Hello?” All I can hear is white noise. I’m about to hang up when I hear a voice, 
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so faint I almost don’t hear it.  



























As soon as we reach the church doors, she sprints away from me, rushing to greet him. 
She throws a spiteful look back at me as she reaches him. I trail reluctantly after her, 
turning my face so that I don’t meet the reproachful eyes of the Virgin Mary as I pass 
her icon on the wall. It took a lot of convincing to make me bring her back here. In the 
end it came down to morbid curiosity. I couldn’t get the voices out of my head, with all 
their threats and schemes, and in the end, I decided I needed to see him. Just once more. 
  “Hi, again,” he says as I join them.  
  “Hi,” I manage. Molly glares at us both before skipping away to greet her 
friends, her footsteps echoing around the hall.  
  “You look well,” he says, tilting his head to meet my gaze. 
  “I should be going,” I mutter, turning away but he catches my arm gently. 
  “Won’t you stay for a cuppa?” It’s the last thing I want. Every morsel of my 
body strains away from him. My veins throb with pressure. My muscles tense and 
cramp. Something about him makes me want to stay. I want to hear him. I want to be 
near him. I want to examine him, to work him out, to lay open the monster who killed 
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my husband and child, who murdered them, who ruined my life. I want to see the man 
who made Molly. I want to see the man who was there too, that night. 
  We sit on plastic chairs that are too small for us, hands resting on the red and 
white checked table cloth draped over the round table in the office.  
  He is different to how I remembered him. Slimmer, taller perhaps. Nevertheless, 
lines of pain are etched around his eyes. There's a gentleness about the way he moves, 
the way blinks, the way he sighs before he speaks.  
  For a second I thought he recognised me, as he clasped my arm and led me to 
the office, or rather recognised the ghost of someone or something in my eyes, as we 
came together. In that second, inches away from each other, something in the nature of 
the world hissed and fizzed. My family boiled in their graves, red hot with their scars 
leaking blood once more. His grip was iron. 
  “It’s good to see you looking well, Kate,” he says, leaning forwards ever so 
slightly in his seat. “It was worrying to see you collapse like that last week. I know 
Molly was upset.” I try to smile.  
  “I just wasn’t feeling well. A bug.” 
  He talks about this and that. His job at the community centre. Volunteering with 
alcoholics, young people, offenders. How he’s a qualified therapist now. He provides 
support and counselling to the children at the youth group. I watch him. I stare at him. 
I’m surprised at how numb I feel, how indifferent I am. This man, this villain that I have 
held on a pedestal for so many years is remarkably unremarkable. He is ordinary. He 
isn’t even the pathetic, painful loser I'd recreated in my head. He certainly isn't spiteful 
or angry. And he isn’t malicious. He is the sort of bloke that likes home comforts, he 
tells me. He is a simple man. He misses his old house with the garden and the big 
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kitchen, he says, he had to sell it a long time ago. He misses his daughter more. 
  I tell him fragments. Little things. I test the water a bit. It’s like a game. But 
there’s no fun in it. Instead I feel guilty and sick when I see the sadness in his smile. 
  I drink my tea and make my excuses. He walks me to the door. I’m about to go, 
to run as fast as I can back to my car when he stops me.  
  “Molly told me about your husband, Tom. I think it might help to have regular 
chats with her about him. She seems to have trouble unlocking her grief. I thought 
maybe we could team up to help her. I’ve been through something similar myself…I 
hope I’m not overstepping the mark...?” He stops to peer at me in the darkness. I start to 
back away. The next thing I know I’m leaning with my back against the car, desperately 




















Blood flows from my wrist as I hop across the kitchen, cursing and kicking the chairs 
out of the way. The magpie roars with laughter, flapping his wings from the top of the 
fridge. I bend over the sink, loosening the cold tap and letting it run over the wound. A 
little relief but still a nasty sting. Story of my life.  
  “What happened?” asks Molly coolly, appearing out of no-where, regarding me 
with her cat-like eyes.  
  “Slipped,” I reply, nodding towards the knife on the counter-top, the chopping 
board, the lettuce. Her eyes narrow. She watches me struggle for the tea towel, 
wrapping it around my wrist, the blood piercing through the material and dousing the 
little appliqué sheep in red. Like a lamb to the slaughter.  
  She picks at the blu-tack on the notice board, her mind elsewhere. She’s been 
acting very strange and distant lately and it's put me on edge. When I think about what 
horrors and traps she has in store for me I feel sick and a cold film of sweat covers me. I 
am convinced she has teamed up with them, the very people I am trying to protect her 
from. She will be her own downfall. I swear I heard her talking with them last night, 
170 
 
reciting satanic rituals at the full moon, and all I could do was barricade the door and lay 
petrified, shaking under the sheets. 
  “I'm not like you,” she says out of no-where and I choke, spluttering over the 
tiles.  
  “What do you mean?!” I ask, wheeling round to face her. She takes a deep 
breath, tracing the lines of the door frame and I can tell she has been planning this 
speech for a while. I realise how she has grown in recent months.  
  “I've got brown hair and yours is blonde,” she begins.  
  “Now you know this is mainly dyed,” I say, frowning at her. “Plus, your Dad 
had dark hair. And your Grandma.” She nods.  
  “But you've got blue eyes and so did Dad.”  
  “So?” I ask, turning away from her, feeling my temperature rising. I open the 
drawers and randomly arrange the cutlery, avoiding her gaze. She takes a deep breath. 
  “Well Mrs Simpson says that a man and a woman with blue eyes can't have a 
baby with brown eyes.”  
  “What rubbish!” I snap throwing the cutlery into the drawer with a crash. I spin 
round to face her. She has tears in her eyes. “What exactly are you trying to say, 
Molly?” I storm. Molly shrugs. “Anyway, your eyes are blue. Dark blue. They’re dark 
blue.”  
  She stares at me. Stares through my lies. She turns to leave but I catch her 
swiftly by the throat. Her eyes light with horror, and I quickly let her go. My wrist 
leaves a smear of red across her neck. We stare at each other across the kitchen. I see 
her as the tiny girl from the crash again, red eyes, dirty with blood and dust. “You don't 
realise what I have done for you,” I whisper. “You don't know what I have been 
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through.  He’s put you up to this, hasn’t he?” She pulls away from me, but I take her 
hand tightly.  
  “Mum…” she whimpers, glancing behind her for help, the blood running onto 
the collar of her top.  
  “Do you really want to know the answer to what you're asking?” I whisper 
calmly. She shakes her head and for a moment I see something, someone in the mirror 
reflected behind me. I spin round but the kitchen is empty. Molly takes the opportunity 
and makes her escape.  
  I twist the towel tighter around my wrist and grasp the knife with my other hand. 
I crouch so I am low and stealthy like a warrior, slowly and soundlessly making my way 
into the hall. I creep up to the mirror and steady myself, ready to pounce. I only see 
myself. I relax, drawing closer and closer so that my nose and lips are almost touching 
the glass. I see myself, messy dank hair, pale skin, pale eyes, the deep-set lines of my 
cheek bones, the grey skin under my eyes. I move closer so that my breath leaves a 
small patch of fog on the glass. She is silent, still, this reflection of mine. She is serene.  
  Out of nowhere my reflection lunges forwards, fangs bared and eyes wild. I 
jump away, falling backwards and landing badly on my ankle. Pain jolts through me. 
My breath rushes out in gushes and I wince at the pain. I look up at the mirror and all I 
can see is a broken woman.  
  I wait for a few hours in the kitchen, pacing back and forth, panicking and 
cursing, before I go to Molly. She is sitting on the end of her bed, face wet and swollen 
from tears, head resting lightly on her propped hands. She doesn't look up as I walk in 
and sit down beside her. I notice that she has tried to scrub away the blood stain on her 
collar but it has left a pink blur across the fabric. I take her hand.  
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  “Molly, I'm sorry.” She looks up at me coldly, but there's more hurt in her eyes 
than anger. I can't undo the words. I try with excuses. I tell her she's a miracle, but she 
doesn't buy it. But it's the truest thing I've ever told her. The magpie circles the room 
laughing his wicked laugh and Sam appears out of no-where, wrapping his arms around 

























I push through into the kitchen, arms full of shopping, calling out Molly's name. 
Silence. I frown, placing the bags neatly on the table and locking the door behind me. 
It's gone four o'clock and she should be home from school by now. I pace into the living 
room and dining room, looking out into the garden but she is no-where to be found. On 
the staircase I call out again and freeze as I see shattered glass trailed across the landing, 
shimmering in the glare of the low afternoon sun. I panic, taking the stairs two at a time, 
screaming out to her, my words falling apart and merging into strangled sounds. I 
follow the glass trail into my bedroom.  
  It takes a few seconds to spot her amidst the chaos. She sits, knees pressed 
against her chin, in the centre of the room, silent tears dripping onto the carpet. There's 
carnage all around her. My clothes strewn across the bed, photo albums spewing their 
memories across the floor, my jewellery box upturned, documents and letters falling 
from the desk in a steady stream, the chest of drawers crashed on two legs against the 
wall. At first, I think we've been robbed. And then I realise. I take a breath and slowly 
look up at the box on top of the wardrobe. It’s not there. It’s at Molly’s feet. 
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   She looks up at me slowly. Guilt. Shame. I take a step towards her, not knowing 
whether to hit her or hug her, but then I see the pills laid out across the floor in front of 
her, the little brown bottle on its side. I throw myself onto my knees in front of her and 
grab her face roughly, forcing her to look into my eyes. She cries out but I ignore her, 
pulling back her eyelids. “How many have you taken?!” I demand, shaking her so hard 
that she coughs and sputters. “Answer me!” 
  “None!” she screams. 
  “Don't lie to me!” 
  “None, I swear...I swear!” she sobs, and I release her slowly. She coils into a 
ball. I sigh and pick up the bottle, my name typed across the front, and slowly scoop the 
scattered pills into it. I seal it and set it on the side.  
  “Molly...I just don't know where to begin.” I sigh and cover my face with my 
hands. “What have you done? Why have you done it?” She sobs into her arms, her 
words incomprehensible. I gently lift her head up so I can hear. She keeps her eyes 
tightly shut.  
  “I needed to find out.” 
  “Find out what?” I ask, my voice shaking. I look at the box and try to push it 
away from her, quietly, with my foot. Maybe she hasn’t opened it. Maybe she hasn’t 
seen the secrets and lies that have crawled in the shadows beside her for eight long 
years. Maybe there’s still a chance for me. For us.  
   There's a long silence before she plucks up the courage to open her eyes and dry 
them on the back of her sleeve.  
  “I want to know who I am,” she says quietly. 
  “What?” I soften. “What do you mean?” 
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  “You never tell me anything! You’re so secretive about everything, whenever I 
ask you about Dad you just go quiet, it’s not fair. I deserved to know. Why didn’t you 
tell me?”  
  She dives up before I can stop her and sprints out of the room. I follow her down 
the stairs, shaking, barely able to walk. 
  “Molly!” I beg. “What are you talking about?” 
  I follow her into the kitchen and out of the front door, grinding my fingernails 
into my palms. The cold wind hits me full in the chest. It’s getting dark and the rush 
hour traffic roars around us. 
  “I spoke to Rick about Dad and he said that I should find out more about him, 
about how I’m like him because it will help me. It’ll help me not feel sad anymore,” she 
says, the words sounding foreign in her mouth. She backs away from me. 
  I move towards her. She is dry-eyed and serious.  
  “Sad? Molly, come back inside, we can talk-” 
  She ducks away from me, feet slipping on the loose stones of the drive. “I 
wanted to see photos, to see if I look like him.  I don’t look anything like you!  I’m not 
anything like you at all!”  
  The words hit me hard. I shake my head and push my hair out of my face. “Why 
didn't you just ask me, Molly? You didn't have to... do this!” 
  “I’ve tried! You lied to me!” she cries.  
  “We are meant to be a team, Molly! You've let me down. The house is wrecked! 
You've betrayed my trust.”  
  “What about my trust!” she screams. I stop, dead. She stares at me, eyes 
streaming, defiant.  
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  “I know, Mum, I know the truth!”  
  All the sound is sucked away. The silence is so consuming that my body is filled 
with it, and my words fall away, unheard. Pain sears in my chest.  
  Her face folds. I lunge for her and she jumps back, stumbling into the road. 
Headlights illuminate her and for a second she is bathed in golden light, like an angel. 
She seems to float through the air. She is so beautiful. I am in awe of her. 
  I don’t think. I grab her by the shoulders and throw her onto the path. 












































 Molly visited me in the hospital every day, dragging my mother and father behind her. 
It was a while before I could get her on her own.  
  “What you said-” I began. 
  She turned her back to me and fiddled with the zip on her school bag, avoiding 
my eyes. 
  I took both of her hands in mine. “I need to know what you read…what you 
think you saw…”  
She pursed her lips and furrowed her brow at me.  
  “You’re not in trouble, Molly, it’s OK…” 
  It wasn’t OK. It was anything but OK. Molly took a deep breath.  
  “I found D-Dad’s old laptop…” she muttered so quietly that I could barely hear 
her. I shuffled forward painfully, the tubes digging into my arms. 
  “It hadn’t been used for eight years, I know because, because when I opened up 
the web search the first few results were from news stories in 2008.” 
  Flurried thoughts flickered through my mind. It wasn’t Tom who used that 
laptop last. It was me. I used it. After the crash. 
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  “What news stories?” I asked breathlessly, my chest tightening. If she’d seen 
Rick, then I would be finished. I craned my neck to look for fluorescents beyond the 
glass double doors. I fumbled for the glass of water on the bedside table, drinking it in 
hurried gulps to disguise my panic. 
  “Oh I don’t know, I didn’t read them,” said Molly dismissively. I sighed, 
dripping the water on the sheets, my shoulders drooping. I placed the glass down 
carefully on the table, feeling myself calm.  
  “There was something else,” said Molly, shocking me out of my daze. I met her 
eyes. 
  “My dad...Tom…had been looking at adoption. At adopting a kid that was 
already living with him. Me.” 
  I gaped at her for a while, trying to understand her words that seem to blend into 
alarm bells and sirens that bounce off the bright white strip lights and chrome curtain 
rails, landing in a heap at the pit of my stomach. 
  “Oh,” I managed. I remember the fresh panic still cloaking me in a fine film of 
cold sweat as I sat in the living room, all those years ago, trying to find a solution to the 
ever-growing problem that wandered across the carpet on tiny feet. I wanted to know 
how I could make her mine, for good. The determination as I scrolled endless websites 
looking for an answer. Adoption. Abduction. Suicide. I was glad she’d only seen the 
first one. Before I could think of a lie, Molly formed it for me. 
  “So I know now. Tom wasn’t my dad. I’m just yours…” Her voice trailed off. 
  I looked up, surprised but her warm brown eyes were clear, dry. I gulped and 
glanced around the ward. I could see my father in the distance, head in a newspaper and 
my mother reading over his shoulder.  
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  I looked back at my daughter. My stomach twisted and crushed, the last drops of 
decency leaking away into my blood and out through my lungs, landing like acid on my 
tongue as I told her: 
  “Yes, that’s right. I’m sorry that I kept it from you.” 
Molly took a deep breath and bowed her head, scuffing her Converse on the blue and 
white lino. My brain worked at double speed.  
  “I fell pregnant with you just before I met Tom. He…he was so kind and 
understanding…he really was a great man. He wanted us to be a family. So, we said you 
were his daughter. And you were really. In everything but blood. He loved you more 
than anything.” 
   She watched me intently, silently working through the information in her head. I 
shuddered to imagine her pulling apart my lies.  I leant close to her.  
  “No-one knows, not even Grandma and Grandad.” 
  She frowned, the freckles on her nose wrinkling. “Why did you keep it a 
secret?” 
  I sighed. “I don’t know Molly. I’ve…I’ve never been close to your grandma and 
grandad…and it didn’t seem like anyone else’s business. We’d always intended to tell 
you, when you were old enough to understand but when Tom died…” I allowed my 
voice to trail off and peaked up at her, to see her reaction.  
  “…I just didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to lose you. I thought you’d 
suffered enough.” I whispered. 
  She climbed onto the bed beside me and wrapped her arms around me. Over her 











Molly arrives home to a row of brightly wrapped gifts lined up on the kitchen table. I 
stand nervously beside them, wringing my hands and trying to smile. She eyes me 
suspiciously.  
  “What’s going on?” 
  “Surprise!” I try, my voice breaking. 
She traces the curve of a gold bow.  
  “Are these for me?” She asks. 
  “Yes!” I say, rushing to her side. “Take them! Open them. Please.” I push her 
gently towards the table. I watch her eagerly as she pulls back the paper. Her eyes light 
up. 
  “Mum!” she breathes, holding up the pile of clothes I bought earlier. I had 
wandered like a zombie around Topshop, loading my basket with everything the trendy 
sales assistant recommended.  
  “These are so cool!”  
  She puts them down carefully on the back of the chair and beams up at me. I put 
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my arm around her as she opens the next present: a make-up set. An eyeshadow palate 
of deep sea blues and rich autumn browns, a rainbow of eyeliners all neatly sharpened, a 
line of pink lipsticks, and a desert of blushers and bronzers, their neat compressed 
powders like glowing sand in their vibrant pots. 
  “Wow, my own make-up! This is amazing, thank you, Mum.” 
  I push her hair back out of her eyes as she reaches for the final box. She tears the 
paper off the shoebox and stops still when she pulls back the lid. She gently lifts out the 
sparkling heels as if they are made of pure gold. 
  “But…but you said I wasn’t old enough for high heels…” she whispers, blinking 
up at me.  
  I shake my head. “Well, I thought about it…and then I thought, why not?!” 
  She spins round and pulls me into a tight hug.  
  I cling onto her. I want to stay like this forever, just me and my daughter. To 
keep her close to me where I can protect her, keep her safe. Where she will be my little 
girl forever, my ally, my only friend in this fucked-up world. I look down at her and it 
hits me that one day she’ll leave me. She’ll grow up, fall in love, and then what will be 
left in this old house but the echoing memories of laughter, the lonely forgotten about 
books and socks, rolled under the bed, the vastness of the sofa, made for two? She 
meets my eyes and the thoughts fade quickly away.  
  “But it’s not Christmas for another month!” says Molly.  
  “I thought you deserved a treat. You’ve been through a lot lately…we both have. 
You’ve been my rock, you know that?” 
  She grins.  
  “And I’m proud of how well you’ve taken everything, about…Tom.” 
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  “Dad,” she corrects me.  
  I smile at her, surprised. 
       * 
Later that night, I psyche myself up to say what I’ve wanted to say since I saw him 
again. I’ve no doubt whose fault it is that I’ve ended up embroiled in another, sticky, 
painful web of lies. Whenever anything bad happens, he is always the driving force 
behind it. And this time, he is not going to hurt my family.  
  “Molly?” I call, peering around her bedroom door. She’s wearing the new skirt, 
the silver one that turns iridescent, shimmering blue and green in the light as she twists 
and turns in front of the mirror.  
  “I love this,” she calls, not looking up. 
  “It looks great on you…listen…there was something I wanted to talk to you 
about.” 
 She turns to face me and I see that she’s tried out the make-up too, a bright orange pop 
of bronzer across her cheekbones. I ignore the clenching in my stomach, the voices that 
tell me I was right before, she is too young.  
  “Well, I was thinking, that now you’re all grown up, you won’t want to go to 
that silly youth group anymore,” I rush, gulping hard. 
  Her face falls slightly. “Oh…” 
  “I mean, it’s up to you of course,” I say quickly. “But, all the kids there seem a 
bit childish to me…don’t you think? What about Alex with her pigtails and rollerblades, 
her mum treats her like a baby!” I force a laugh. 
  She forces a smile back, avoiding my eyes. Hot panic flushes through me. I feel 
terrible for turning her against her friends, but it has to be done. I need to keep her safe. 
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I need to keep her away from him. 
  “Who wants to bake scones and watch cartoons anyway!” I scoff. “We could 
have proper girly time, just you and me. We could watch films and go out for meals. To 
that café you like on the precinct! I could show you how to do your make-up too. 
Properly. So you don’t look like you’ve been tangoed!”  
  She laughs. I put my hand on her shoulder.  
  “You know what, I don’t know what I was thinking. You are still my little girl 
and I know you have fun at youth group. You should go. You just look so grown-up 
nowadays, I forget that you’re only eleven. I’m sorry, Molly. It’s nearly seven o’clock 
though, so you should probably get ready. I ironed that pink t-shirt for you, the one with 
the teddy bear on it…” 
  Molly has been thinking over my words intensely. She frowns and looks up at 
me suddenly.  
  “You’re right,” she says, and I almost whoop out loud. “It is for babies…last 
week they made us do jigsaws and colouring-in.” 
  “If you’re sure, sweetheart,” I say, stroking her hair. “You can always invite 
Alex over here, or any of your friends.” 
  “I’m sure,” says Molly confidently. 
  I beam at her. “Right, well, how about a takeaway? Chinese?” 
  “Yes!” shouts Molly, punching the air. 
  I take a few steps out of the room and she calls after me. 
  “Mum, throw that t-shirt away, it’s like something an eight-year-old would 
wear!”  










The following week, I pull up outside the church just as the kids are leaving. I sit in my 
car with the lights off and watch them pile into their parents’ cars, waving and shouting, 
and feel a slight tug of guilt that Molly isn’t part of it. I shake the thought. I need a clear 
mind for what I’m about to do. I wait until the last car has pulled away, before making 
my way up the winding stone steps, wrapping my thick wool coat around me to keep 
out the late November sleet that winds its way down my collar.  
  At the door, I hesitate, glancing over my shoulder at the twinkling lights of my 
town. Somewhere to the east my daughter waits excitedly for me to return home with 
the M&S shopping, that’s slowly defrosting in my boot. I’d promised her ice-cream. 
Mint chocolate chip, her favourite, just like Tom. Through the gloom I can just about 
make out the curves of his headstone. The door opens before I can knock, taking me by 
surprise, and I’m blinded by the sharp yellow lights of the hall. Rick jumps. 
  “Jesus!” he shouts, then raises a hand apologetically to the dismayed saviour on 
the cross behind him.  
  I clear my throat, suddenly unsure what to say.  
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  “Bloody hell, Kate,” he says, lowering his voice so his curses don’t seep through 
the open door. “What are you doing out here? Aren’t you cold?” 
  He reaches out to place a hand on my arm but I step away.  
  “I came to see you!” I hiss. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done to my 
family?” It comes out with more feeling than I’d intended, and he physically recoils 
away as if I might hit him. I realise my hands are coiled into tight fists.  
  “What do you mean?” he asks. 
  “All that rubbish you put into my daughter’s head about trying to…to find out 
who she truly is…” 
  Rick leans towards me, his palms spread wide. “I was just trying to help-” 
  “To help! How could you help her?” 
  “I’m a councillor, Kate. I’ve seen this before, it’s the classic five stages of grief, 
I’ve done a course on this-” 
  “Oh, fuck you and your courses,” I laugh bitterly. “You’re nothing but a 
worthless drunk. How dare you preach to me about how to best deal with our loss. You 
of all people.” 
  He takes a few steps back into the church and, I stalk him inside. I watch my 
words wound him. His arms droop to his sides and he looks smaller somehow.  
  “I haven’t had a drink in eight years,” he says quietly. “I’ve tried so hard to 
change, to do something good.” 
  “You think you can just waltz into Molly’s life and change everything, that is 
not the way it is, we’ve been through some shit, you can’t even imagine what we’ve 
been through. And it’s all your fucking fault.” 
  I shove him hard in the chest and he staggers backwards.  
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  “Kate!” 
  “You could have fucking killed her, she nearly died because of you!”  
  I shove him again but he catches my wrists, drawing me towards him. His 
emerald eyes are wide with alarm.  
  “What? What do you mean?” 
  “She turned over the house after you spoke with her. Trying to find out her true 
identity, she said. We had an argument and she stepped into the road.” 
  I cover my face. His hands loosen their grip on my wrists and I hear him move 
away from me. When I look up, he is stood some feet away from me, looking up at the 
ornate images of human suffering portrayed across the stained-glass windows. He 
blinks back tears.  
  “I’m so sorry, Kate. Is she OK?” his whispers echo around the high ceilings. 
Somewhere above, wings rustle.  
  “I pulled her out of the way. The car hit me instead.” 
  He looks up at me quickly and takes a few steps towards me. He stops, unsure 
what to do. He’s paler than ever and his dark hair clings to his forehead with sweat. 
  “Look at what you’ve done to me,” I hiss, pulling open my shirt to reveal the old 
scar and the new, twisted like ivy across my chest. 
  He freezes. 
  “I don’t want you anywhere near me, or my daughter, do you understand?” I 
say, my confidence flooding back.  
  “Kate, I’m sorry. I never wanted to cause you harm, either of you. Let me try 
again, I can help you both-” 
  “No, Rick! You don’t get second chances in this life, you just don’t. You have to 
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deal with the consequences of your actions. Don’t inflict your problems on us.” 
  “I am dealing with them,” he bellows back, his cheeks flushing. 
  “Dealing with them how? Preaching all your hypocritical rubbish? Pretending to 
be so bloody good and holy-” 
  “I don’t pretend anything!” He shouts. “Maybe if you did a better job of being a 
fucking mother then Molly wouldn’t have come to me for help.” 
  In an instant I am on him, kicking and screaming, digging my fingernails into 
his skin, punching out wildly. Adrenaline rushes through me and in my mind Tom spurs 
me on, screaming for vengeance. The sad blue eyes of Jesus watch us from across the 
hall as we scuffle and shout. Rick pushes me away and throws me against the wall, the 
heavy wooden door slamming shut with an echoing boom. We stand, panting, glaring at 
each other.  
  Then he kisses me. 
  He pulls away and sighs, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. I shove him 
further away and make for the exit.  
















We have to get away. For good this time. I’ll take her up to Edinburgh, to Tom’s 
mum’s, the grandma fading from her memory. I’ve no doubt we’ll get a fine talking to. 
But she’ll look after us, tutting at us as she boils tea on a kettle on the stove, forcing us 
to eat cakes and pray and drink eight glasses of water a day. The cold winds will do us 
good. I’ll get a job outdoors. We’ll be able to breathe again. 
  I grip the wheel of the car, roaring up onto the pavement and almost colliding 
with the wall of the pharmacy. I slam on the brakes and sit for a moment, catching my 
breath as the engine grinds to a halt. I get out of the car, leaving the keys in the ignition. 
Leading off from the main road is a wooded area, dark and glum, lined with mossy 
rocks and tall elms. I glance behind me, ready for him, teeth bared and already hissing, 
but there's only the humdrum dribs and drabs of early afternoon traffic.  Workmen in 
blue vans driving one handed, bacon bap in the other.  Young mothers in Clios, gaunt 
lads in Corsas, and every so often, the occasional sports car: a flash of our dreams, just 
for a second. I used to dream of driving off into the sunset. Now, all I see when I close 
my eyes is black. 
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  I throw myself into the gloom of the woodland before I can change my mind, 
carefully picking my way through the thorn bushes and hedgerow until a glimmer of 
light pierces through the leaves. This was not a trip intended for heels, so I peel them 
off, throwing them up over my head, pink stilettos against the bright blue sky. Pop art 
colour. It's much easier to climb without them, and I cling to the moss with my toes, 
crawling along like a primate. I can see the opening right ahead of me, partially 
obscured by a long hanging branch of thorns. In my rush I tear through it, the sharp 
thorns hooking into my neck and arms and holding me, dragging me back into the 
forest. I scream out and try to run forwards but the ground has disappeared from beneath 
my feet and I am floating, several feet above the trees. The more I pull, the more the 
thorns rip at my skin. I look down at the old scar across my chest, long healed, now 
burst open, exposing me once more. The vines release and I tumble head over heels to 
the ground below. I land with a sharp crack, my head against the rock. For a while I 
don't dare move, unless my body moves without my head, in case I am broken in half. 
Nevertheless, when I drum up the courage to struggle to my feet, I am almost whole.  
  I stumble out into the clearing, blinded by the sunlight, arms outstretched. I 
collide with the hard wood of a fence and when my vision clears I see the school laid 
out in front of me. I scan the playground for her, looking over the heads of all the other 
boys and girls, climbing up onto the fence so that I can get a better look. Eventually I 
spot her, mixed into a group of girls, laughing and giggling. It's a shock. I clamber down 
off the fence and watch her. I never expected her to have so many friends. I never 
expected her to be popular, to be liked, to be happy. Tears well in my eyes and I stifle a 
sob. I want to run but I have no choice. It won’t be long until he works it out. All the 
clues are there. He just needs to find how the pieces fit together. 
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  “Molly!” I yell and the playground falls silent, a hundred little faces revolving 
on their axes to stare at me with vacant eyes. A clone army in royal blue and claret. A 
few of the girls squeal and the children nearest to me fall quickly away. There's a bitter 
silence. The clouds in the sky twist and darken, like I'm in a dramatic movie. Then the 
sniggering starts. I meet Molly's eyes. They are wide with alarm, her mouth open, fists 
clenched. She picks her way slowly through the crowd and stands some feet away from 
me, panic rising in her ragged breath, her body shaking.  
  “What's wrong with you?” I hiss. “Come here.” She doesn't move. Her eyes are 
filled with tears. “Come here!” I repeat. “We need to leave now.” She shakes her head, 
taking a few shaky steps backwards, tripping over her laces. The children have started to 
whisper and laugh now, and try as I might I can't get their little voices out of my ears, 
buzzing and whizzing like insects. I close my eyes and shake my head.  
  “Mum...?” says Molly, quietly, through tears. “What have you done?”  
  I try to think, I try to form the words to answer her, to put the letters in the right 
order but all I can hear is laughter, the little children and then...I wheel round but there's 
no-one there.  
  “He's getting closer,” I think out loud. I thrust my arm through the fence and 
grasp her by the arm of her coat, pulling her towards me. She screams out in horror, 
trying to pull away, begging me to stop.  
  “Come on Molly!” I yell, infuriated. The sky is turning blood red. Every child 
has his face. They move closer, one step at a time, in sequence.  
  I pull her sharply forwards and she falls against the fence, whimpering.  
  “You can get through the gap,” I say to her softly, trying to stay calm. “You're 
small enough, just squeeze through.” Molly shakes her head and I pull her again, trying 
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to force her through the gap but she jams between the wood, crying out in pain. The 
children are getting closer and closer.  
  “Molly please!” I beg, tears streaming down my face. “Come with me, I need to 
protect you, he's coming for you. He’s going to take you away from me.” 
  The children are so close that they are almost beside her. They reach out their 
hands, fingers creeping towards her. There's a hand on my shoulder and I spin round, 
letting go of Molly and hitting out blind. I hit him square in his face and he yells out, 
tumbling over. A dog yaps at my heels and screams are all around me. The man rolls on 
the floor in pain, still clutching the lead. I turn back, helplessly and look for Molly. She 
has been absorbed by the crowd of children. I’ve lost her for good this time. I’ve failed. 
I wail, running desperately towards the trees. 
 
 

















Back at the house, I stuff items at random into two large suitcases I’ve hauled down 
from the loft. I hesitate over Tom’s wardrobe, untouched for eight years, then pull it 
wide, gathering an armful of t-shirts and thrusting them into the case on top of my 
dresses and shirts. I pause to press a faded blue v-neck to my face, only to find the scent 
of him long gone, masked by musty odours that rise out of the fabric. Catching a 
glimpse of myself in the mirror, I realise how ridiculous I’m being, and push his clothes 
into a heap on the floor. I cross through into Molly’s room, stepping over the cat that 
hisses and spits at the edge of her territory as usual. She hasn’t set a paw in that room 
since the accident. Since Molly was replaced. She’s the only one who’s ever really 
noticed. I thank God that she can’t speak. 
  Folding Molly’s new clothes neatly into the top of the case I notice a bright red 
notebook peeking out from under her bed. I take it out and run my hand over the soft, 
shiny cover. I glance over my shoulder before opening it and reading the word on the 
front page. ‘Diary.’ A flurry of excitement and fear builds in me. I consider putting it 
back as I found it, respecting her privacy. She’d be mortified if she saw me reading 
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through her personal thoughts and feelings. I hesitate before opening a page at random. 
‘…she thinks I don’t know, but I do.’ 
  My heart clenches in my chest. Sweat drips down my neck. I’m about to read on 
when frantic knocking at the door makes me drop the diary. It flops back under the bed 
where I found it.  
  Rick glares at me through the frosted glass. I pull the door open a crack. 
  “What do you want?” 
  “To talk,” he says, leaning forward so we are eye to eye. I pause for a moment, 
looking over my kitchen, the endless clues that this house holds. The photos, the 
memories. Within his reach. I open the door and he steps past me, patting frost out of 
his hair. I watch him as his gaze slips over the room.  
  “You wanted to talk,” I say. “Go on then.” 
  Rick sighs and sits down in Tom’s chair without asking. I disguise my anger 
with a cough, biting down hard on my knuckles. 
  “I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I think you’re unfair to put all this 
on me,” he says, his voice more confident than his face, which is rippled with worry.  
  I sigh. “You put the ideas in Molly’s head-” 
  “Yeah, maybe I did. But why are you so set on denying her the right to know 
about her past?” 
  “What?” I ask, incredulously.  
  He pushes out the other chair with his foot but I ignore it and remain stood, arms 
folded. 
  “You won’t talk to her about her Dad. You make her go to his grave and expect 




  “How dare you!” I shout, forgetting myself. “How dare you talk about him!” 
  “What have you got against me?” Yells Rick, standing up. 
  I laugh bitterly and turn away. I need to be careful.  
  “You should go.” 
  “No,” he says, turning me around to face him. “I want to know why you’re 
making out like it’s all my fault. You’re not a child, Kate. You can’t just blame 
everyone else for a terrible accident…” 
  “It wasn’t an accident though was it?!” I scream. 
  There’s a harrowing silence that follows, where he stares at me, wide eyed, as 
my voice echoes around the rooms of the house. I sweep past him and into the living 
room, curling up on the sofa. He comes and sits beside me. 
  “The-the driver who crashed into us-to Tom, had been drinking. He had been 
drinking,” I whisper, the energy slipping out of me. When I eventually look up, all 
Rick’s bravado has slipped away and he is looking at me with a mixture of pity and 
hurt, the same face he must use for his clients. He rests a hand on my arm. I want to 
push him away but his touch is warm and I leave it there.  
  “A drink driver,” says Rick. “Like me.” 
  I don’t say anything. 
  “How did you find out?” he says quietly.  
  “It wasn’t hard to find online,” I lie. “I did think about your offer to help. At 
first. But I’m protective of her, after everything that’s happened. But then when I saw 
that-” 
  Rick sits forward suddenly and grabs my arm. “I’m good at my job because of 
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what happened.” He sighs. “I wouldn’t be able to sit there day after day and give advice 
to people who’ve thrown their lives away if I hadn’t been in the same fucking situation 
eight years ago. I was in a bad place, Kate, it doesn’t excuse any of it but I’m suffering 
more than anyone.”  
He drops his gaze. “I suppose you know about my daughter then?” 
 I take a deep breath. I want to hear it myself. I want to hear the way he talks about her. 
  “What happened?” I ask softly. Rick lets out a long sigh and crosses the room. 
He picks up the school photo of Molly on the hearth.  
  “I had a little girl too, I bet they’d be about the same age now. I... I was a 
different person back then, when I was married, and we had our little girl. Lily, she was 
called. She was beautiful, a little ray of sunshine, she was...so much like your Molly, it's 
weird, it's...” He takes a breath and covers his face and for a moment I think he'll break 
down but he recovers.  
  “She was the only thing that was right in my life. I hated my wife, she drove me 
crazy. She was cheating, and I knew it. Late nights at the office, she said. Yeah right,” 
I remember the lipstick and my stomach clenches. 
   “So I started drinking. At first it was just a few on an evening, but once I started 
I just couldn't stop. I liked the feeling, everything was easier once I'd had a few. I was 
numb. I was happy. But then I started in the mornings too. Just a can from the paper 
shop. And then, the hard stuff,” He shudders. I cross the room to stand at his side, little, 
skinny, insignificant. I reach out for his hand impulsively, but he pulls away.  
  “Whiskey, foul stuff, that's when it got really bad. And then...” 
   “Go on.” Car headlights in the road outside illuminate us in the dusk. I wonder 
when the sun went down. The car pulls away and we are lost in darkness. 
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  Tears leak from his eyes and he stares down at the photo of Molly. I feel sick. I 
need to run, to get away. I remember the half-packed suitcases upstairs. Our new life in 
Scotland. I’d called Tom’s mum this morning. She’d asked me to repeat my name. She 
told me it wasn’t a good idea. I said, all I have left is bad ones. 
  What was I thinking, letting him in? I need to get away. I should be running 
from him not getting closer and closer and closer…I turn to leave but he catches me by 
the hand, his eyes wide and wild, sweat rolling down his forehead. 
  “I'd always been such a good driver. I'd always been so careful, but one day...I'd 
had a real session, and her, the wife, she called me and told me I had to pick up Lily 
from the babysitters, she had to work late of course.” There's venom in his voice as he 
spits out the words. 
  “So I thought I'd be OK...OK to drive, just this once. It wasn't far to go. And I 
got in the car and we set off. It was a clear night, quiet on the roads, I remember that. 
And then she said something, Lily, and I turned to look at her just for a second and 
then...” He takes a deep breath. The seconds last for centuries, I feel like I'll fall through 
the gaps of the dimensions. I feel like there is a big red arrow above my head saying 
“Guilty!” in flashing lights.  
  “It was my fault, the accident,” he said after a while. “I survived, and my 
beautiful, wonderful daughter died. All because of me. Because I was selfish, and stupid 
and arrogant and obnoxious...” he breaks down. I rest my hand on his shoulder and he 
pulls me into a tight hug. the smell of petrol and hair gel rising up from his jacket. He 
puts his head against mine and I can feel his tears run over my hair, ruining the time I 
spent styling it, but despite myself I don't really care. His arms are warm around me. For 
a moment I feel whole again, united in mutual grief, the same grief, the only other 
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person in this world who lost everything that day. I feel that connection to Molly again, 
flooding through me.  
  He pulls away suddenly. “I’ll never be able to change what happened, but I have 
to live with it. And I’m trying to take all that pain and guilt and make something good 
of it. To stop other families making the same mistakes I have. Let me help you. I know 
you hate me, Kate. But I can see Molly slipping away from you. There’s nothing worse 
than losing a child.” 
  I shake my head. “There’s no helping us. There’s no changing what’s happened 
now.” 
  He takes my hand. “You can change it. You can go forward.”  
  He cups my face in his hands and I lean towards him. 
  He steps away suddenly, clearing his throat.  
  “I have to go to work,” he says. “Think about it. I’ll respect your wishes, I 
promise. If you don’t want to see me ever again then fine.” 
  He backs away and leaves with a sad smile. 
      * 
Molly arrives home from school with red eyes, my mother in tow. I try to hug Molly, 
but she pushes past me and runs up the stairs. I hear her bedroom door slam shut. My 
mother smooths her crisp lilac suit, and glances around the kitchen with dismay. My 
mother is forever immaculate: prim hair, neat eyeliner, matching handbag and shoes. 
She smells of wild flowers and musk. It’s the only way I've ever seen her. I sometimes 
wonder if she sleeps like that, shirt smoothed straight under the sheets, heels pointing 
down, taking care not to get powder on the ivory pillowcases. Even in her hospital bed, 
having just endured a difficult labour, the faded Polaroid shows my mother, feather hat 
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and shiny lips, holding me ever so lightly as though my very touch would soil her.  
I see her look me up and down, all lank hair and smudged mascara and Tom's old grey 
jumper with the holes under the armpit. I look in those clear, bird-like eyes and wonder 
what she's thinking and how deep the hatred and disappointment goes. I'd give anything 
to get inside my mother's mind. To understand.  
  To the outside world she was the perfect mother, presented herself well at all 
formal occasions, treated me with polite kindness, presented me with immaculately 
wrapped gifts with big red bows. Only I ever saw the mask slip when the door was shut.  
  In recent years, my mother has become somewhat pleasant towards me. I don't 
like it and I want to know what her game is, what plot is wriggling through that cold, 
dark mind. I wonder if she is warming to me now, because I am a 'proper' adult or 
because I am a mother myself. Perhaps she feels sorry for me, as well as herself. But I 
don't think she's capable of feeling such things. 
She brushes past me, opening cupboards, frowning into the fridge, raising her eyebrows 
at the full sink. I slowly compress my shoulders and elbows tight into my chest so that I 
am very thin and very protected. I sink into the corner of the room. I imagine that I am 
part of the wall. I am soft grey plaster. I feel a little better. 
  “Why are you here?” 
  She raises an eyebrow at me. “Molly called me. She was upset and needed 
picking up from school.” 
  “I could have done that,” I say weakly. 
  My mother snorts. “It’s a wonder she’s even agreed to come back here after that 
show of..of..” 
  Her words fade away and she purses her lips. “What’s going on, Kate? Where 
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are you running to? What are you running from?” 
  I shiver into the wall. I have lost her. My girl is gone for good. I struggle to stay 
upright. 
  The kettle whistles and my mother pours two cups of strong tea into the only 
clean cups she can find: the Mr and Mrs ones at the back of the cupboard. She hands me 
the 'Mrs' one although a chip has completely wiped out the curling cursive of the black 
'r' leaving me as 'M s'. She narrows her eyes at me over the rim of her mug, sipping it 
straight away, asbestos mouth. I eye mine suspiciously. She could kill me, I realise. 
Right here and now and no-one would care. No one would realise, not until Molly came 
downstairs, if she ever came out of her room again, or the postman peered through the 
glass and found me slumped in a heap, looking like I'd been dead for months rather than 
hours. 
   “We’ve never been ones to talk about our feelings, Kate, but it’s time we sorted 
this out. Whatever ‘this’ is. Like it or not, your father and I have an obligation to you 
to...” She sighs and puts down her mug. “Kate, we want to help you,” she says gently, 
coming towards me. “Let us help you.” 
  I feel my legs begin to shake and I suddenly need to pee desperately. I wonder if 
I let it happen, let it trickle down my leg, it will make her leave, leave, go away and 
never come back. Forget me, burn the sepia photos of me like she burnt Sam out of 
memory, out of existence, out of past, present and future. Tears burn at the back of my 
eyelids. She's coming closer to me now, arms morphing into wings, outspread and 
pointed like daggers. I shriek and try to compress myself further into the wall. The tears 
are leaking now, down down into the cup. She grips me suddenly by the arm and with 
exceptional strength pulls me towards her and into a firm embrace. 
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   I find no comfort in my mother's arms, which surprises me. The many nights as 
a child that I longed for her to come and tuck me into bed, to hold me to her and kiss my 
forehead like I'd seen the mums do on TV. And now it is finally here.  
  I wonder if she is offended by me, ashamed, like a broken chair in her dining 
room, and she thinks if she can hug me tightly all the pieces might fit back together and 
make me whole again. Or maybe she is trying to rub off some of that success and logic 
and maturity onto me. Reawaken our blood ties, make me remember who I am.  
  I think she might hit me, or shout at me, but to my surprise she whispers, “I 
think it's time I told you something I should have said a long time ago.” 
  I sit in Tom's chair. She sits in mine. The tea has gone cold. I sip it and it slithers 
slowly down my throat and lies, shivering in my gut. My mother is lost for words and 
nothing has ever scared me more. For once, I almost forget myself, my pain, my 
suffering and I am half-fascinated, half-overjoyed at the vision of my mother struggling 
to speak, the sudden sadness behind her eyes. I feel sickly exhilaration and want to 
laugh. I tuck my feet up underneath me on the chair and lean forwards, my elbows on 
the table. I see her cringe but she can't say a word; this is my territory.   
  “There are some things that I regret in my life, Kate,” She begins. I know she 
means me. “And there are some things that I've never said, and I probably should have.”  
  “Don't say them,” I hiss across the table. I don't want to hear her lies and 
falsehoods, I don't want to hear her make up excuses for a childhood of suffering and 
tears just to make herself feel better, just so I'll forgive her and say I understand now. 
And most of all I don't want to hear her say “I love you,” the one big terrible unspoken 
gesture, the elephant in the room. I don't want her to love me anymore, I don't know 
how I would cope with the burden. 
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  My mother sighs and I'm sure I catch the sight of tears in her eyes, but she 
quickly sits up straight and brushes herself down.  
  “Kate, I know you think I've been a bad mother to you,” I don't disagree. “There 
are things I wish I could change about the past...about me. I see you with Molly. I don't 
want you to make the same mistakes I made. I don't want you to make the same 
choices.”  
  “I'm nothing like you,” I whisper, my whole body shaking. I curl tighter into a 
ball, warming myself, protecting myself. I want to slip away but I can't; I am transfixed, 
transfixed by this revelation, this honesty that I've waited for my whole life and now I 
feel sick which elation and excitement and fear.  
  “Kate, you don't understand what we did to protect you. You don't know any of 
it. We made a choice that changed everything. I sacrificed myself for you, for your 
future and for you to have a chance at life.” She sighs and for the first time ever I see 
her cry. Gentle, graceful tears that drop down onto her cheeks, flowing through the lines 
of her skin. “I know I've been a pretty terrible mother, Kate. But you don't really know 
me at all. That had to go, we had to break that mother and daughter bond in order to 
protect you. And it was easy, it was easy for me to...to hate you at first because I blamed 
you. It was your fault. And then it just became a habit. And you loathed me with a 
passion. We're not sentimental women, you and me, Kate. We hate strongly, we hold 
grudges. I'm sorry, my mother was the same. But we're fiercely loyal and you have to 
understand that this was all for you.” 
  My blood is like frost in my veins. I gulp down tears. At first the words don't 
come out, but when they do, they’re little more than a whisper:  
  “What was my fault?”  
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  My mother takes a deep breath and puts her head in her hands. I feel the gap 
between us growing bigger and bigger, burning hot with lava. Something wells in my 
stomach. There’s a pain behind my eyes. There's a ghost of something in the back of my 
mind that makes me want to throw up. Foreboding. Guilt. Grief.  
  My mother doesn't lift her head but speaks into her palms. Her words are 
muffled but they strike me clearly.  
  “It was your fault Sam died, Kate. You caused the accident. We let you believe 
that it was us so that you could have a happier life. You could live guilt-free. But I 
realise that we just fucked you up even more. Kate. Look at me.” She's peering over her 
fingers and her eyes are bright and scared. She looks like a little girl, a shadow of 
herself, and that’s when I remember that I’ve seen her before, this child. No more than a 
ghost, a passing memory. The girl with the locket and the ladybird.  
  I let the words wash over me for a while before I get up and go to the bedroom. I 
take off all my clothes and wrap myself up in the duvet, the soft fabric against my face, 
cocooned in darkness. Inside the duvet there is no sound and no colour, just white and 
warmth and the slight scent of greasy hair and floral perfume. Perfection. Serenity. I am 
nothing. No-one. I have no age, no body, no soul.  
  After a while I feel her come and sit beside me on the bed but I don't stir. It feels 
like hours since we spoke but it could have been seconds. I always felt like I was 
beyond the clock and now I feel like I am floating somewhere within it, dodging the 
numbers that fly at me, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. Maybe if I don't breathe then 
she will leave, forget me, get back into her nice 4x4, drive off to her nice big house with 




   “Kate?” she whispers, and her hands find my hair through the top of the duvet. 
Her voice is softer than I've ever heard it before, strained and cracked and foreign. 
“Kate, I know you don't want to hear it, but I have to tell you.” I close my eyes and try 
to close my ears too. My head is aching and pulsating. I can barely breathe with the hot, 
stuffy material locked against my mouth. I think I might suffocate, drown in the fabric 
and in a way, I want to. I long to.  
  “What you need to remember is that it was an accident. You need to keep that 
clear in your mind, Kate. You were so young, and we shouldn't have given you that 
responsibility. But you were so close. You were so mature for your age, everyone said 
it. You understood him like no-one else could. He lived for you, Kate. He loved you so 
much, anyone could see that. And you made his life worthwhile.  
  Do you remember how you loved to explore the garden? You were wheeling 
him around before you could even walk properly! And you were always so sensible. 
You always remembered to put on the brake...” 
  She's sobbing now. There's something terrible rising in my chest. A memory 
from long ago but I force it down. It burns in my stomach and I want to cry out in pain. 
My lips move but I can't make a sound. I feel my body trembling and I am sinking 
deeper and deeper into the mattress, any moment soon I will coil around the springs.  
  “You were eight, Kate. He was twelve. It was summer, and we were working in 
the office, your father and I. Anna was making the dinner, although she was supposed to 
be keeping an eye on you. It was a heat wave, do you remember? We had all the 
windows open day and night. You both had ice lollies every day of the school 
holidays.” 
  In my mind I see a girl. She is small, thin, sharp featured, there's a grin across 
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her face as she races bare foot across the flagstones. She is wearing an orange sundress 
and she laughs, her voice far away, and echoing.  
  “That one day you took Sam into the garden. I looked at you out of the window. 
You were so happy. I could see it on his face, you know in that way he had. I could 
always tell when he was happy or sad, call it mother's instinct. I don't care what the 
doctors said. But that day he really was. The last I saw you were taking him towards the 
pond, you were pointing out all the flowers to him. He liked all that. He loved nature. 
There was a frog I think. You were showing him the koi in the water.” 
  Silvery, white and orange. Flecked with black. They slip through the water as 
light and fragile as a whisper. The girl grips the handle of the wheelchair in one hand 
and with the other, runs her fingers through the water, scattering the fish and leaving 
ripples across the surface. The boy looks down at her. He is happy. 
  “I should have stayed. If I'd have only watched for one more second...we don't 
know for sure how it happened. You were distracted by something, I think. You turned 
away from him, just for a minute...” 
  A rustle in the bushes. The girl turns with delight to see two magpies rise out of 
the pine tree. There's something in the beak of the smaller bird, and she struggles to see, 
climbing up onto a nearby rock for a better view. The larger bird squawks and dips 
toward the other, trying to take the item from it. They dance behind a tree and the girl's 
vision is obscured. She climbs another rock, and then another until she can see them 
clearly. In the bird's beak there is a small silver locket. Her face lights up with joy. 
  “Hey, Sam...” she begins. Suddenly the birds rise up frightened, the small one 
drops the locket and they flee, their wings beating frantically as they try to escape. And 
then there is an almighty splash, cold water flicking up onto the back of her neck. She 
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flinches. For a second she is bewildered. And then she dives down from the rock, panic 
rising in her chest, her screams coming out as little gasps of air.  
  She pulls and pulls but she is not strong enough. She shouts out to him, willing 
him, wishing for him to move. She always imagined he could fly when no-one was 
watching, he could rise above this world, beautiful and elegant like a phoenix. She 
strains with all her might. She topples over the little wall and into the pond, bashing her 
knees on the pebbles of the shallow surface. Her head dips under the water and her eyes 
meet his, beautiful, warm brown. It seems like he's smiling. And then she is lifted 
roughly out of the water. She is dizzy, disorientated. The sun beams into her eyes and 
she cannot see anything but orange dots spinning in front of her eyes. She is numb, the 
screams seem in slow-motion and she can't make out any of the words. She doesn't know 
if she is standing up or sitting down. She can't feel her body. When her vision clears she 
stumbles around and sees him, Sam, her brother. He's upright in the chair, the water 
running off his clothes. She is relieved, she is smiling with relief. And then it dawns on 
her. Her father is shaking her, but she can't work out what he is saying through his 
sobs. Anna is stood a few feet away, her hand clasped over her mouth, a phone clamped 
to her ear. Her mother is on her knees in front of Sam. She cannot see her face. She 
doesn't want to ever see her face.  
  “It was an accident, Kate. It was an easy mistake to make. He...he wouldn't 
blame you, you know. You were so close.” 
  I don't say anything. I stare into the white void of the duvet and realise it, finally. 
Of course, I always knew, deep down. It was always there, the guilt, the pain, but I 
never really understood why. Sam reappears in the hall, just beyond the bedroom.  
  “Remember me,” he whispers. I’m not afraid anymore. There are tears in his 
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eyes as he smiles. 
  “It was a tragedy. It affected you. You were.... different. I mean we always 
clashed but after that...! We took you for counselling. And it seemed to help at first but 
then…then you started saying things, strange things. Things that weren't true, that 
couldn't be true. Me and your father had a long talk. It was so hard, we were grieving, 
we were confused, we were so shocked. You were just a broken little girl, you were 
devastated. Not only the grief of losing your best friend but the guilt...it was too much 
for a child to handle…I’m sorry, Kate, I should have been there for you but I could 
barely survive a day…please try to understand.” 
 She is pleading with me now. I slowly worm my way out of the duvet. I don't 
understand what she is saying but it's OK. It's OK.  I'm not bothered about her seeing 
me as I am. I'm a child again, I am innocent, I am eight years old and broken. She wraps 
me in my dressing gown and whispers words to me that sound gentle and nice. She 
leaves, and I think she's gone forever but she returns with cups of tea on a tray. She tilts 
my head back and pours it into my mouth, the hot liquid burning my throat.  
  “I'm sorry that we were never able to bond Kate. It was a horrendous thing. I 
resented you for it at first. I could never quite look at you the same. Whenever I looked 
at you I saw him. And you were so defiant, so angry, so hurt. You took all the grief for 
yourself. I lost my son. You don't know how that feels, to lose a child.  But that feeling, 
that maternal feeling...it never stopped. I wanted to protect you from the pain. And now 
I see you with your daughter...you've done so well to raise her, she's a credit to you and 
I'm jealous, I'm jealous of your bond.” 
  I burst into tears.  
       * 
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My mother forces me into her 4x4 and drives me to her house. My house. The house I 
grew up in. The house I killed my brother in. I pad around the living room barefoot 
whilst my mother fixes me some food and whispers to my father in the kitchen. I look at 
all the photos on the mantelpiece. There's one of my father with Sam as a baby, before 
he was diagnosed, no doubt. I've seen the photo a thousand times but today it seems 
different for some reason. There's something different about my father's eyes, a look 
I've never seen in real life. Love. Perfect Sam, his boy, his heir.  
  My brother was a statistic. I remember the doctor showing us on a chart. The 
words were foreign to me then, and are equally foreign to me now. Hypertonic Cerebral 
Palsy. A crude diagram of a bright blue brain on a cartoon boy. Arrows pointing at 
ridges and nodes. See here. This is where your brother is broken.  
  Then later, in the same room. Autism. Selective mutism. My mother would not 
have it. She left the room. Sam watched her go. I held his hand and told him it was 
going to be ok, even though I knew it wouldn’t be. Even then I was beginning to hear 
the flutter of wings every time I closed my eyes.  
  “You can talk to me,” I used to tell him, hiding in the reeds at the back of the 
garden. “In secret. I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”  
  He never did. Not to me, anyway. I wonder if he ever wanted to, or if he 
recognised so early on that words were becoming obsolete, that the human race had 
become too corrupted and too consumed in ourselves that language, that communication 
was dying out? Or maybe he just didn’t have anything to say. Not to us, his family, as 
detached from him as another species. Alien. With our working legs and arms and 
healthy lungs and superpowered genes and our spiteful, pointless little words. Even if he 
had words, how could he make us see who he truly was, behind all the labels and 
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diagnoses and prescriptions and pills and potions and prognoses, how could we ever 
understand?  
  My mother comes up beside me and places a gentle hand on my shoulder. She 
seems almost afraid to touch me, her fingertips ever so light against my skin, as if I 
could burn her. She takes the photo frame off the mantelpiece and holds it close to her 
chest, running a finger over Sam's face.  
  “You know, even when they told us about his...his illness, I never believed it. I 
never believed it would be permanent, I thought he'd get through it, there would be a 
miracle cure, I was sure. He was so strong, such a little fighter. He was a loud baby, I 
couldn't believe it when they said he'd never have a voice. It seemed absurd. He cried all 
night. Every night. I used to call him ‘my little roaring lion’.” 
  “He did have a voice,” I whisper. “He still does.” My mother smiles softly, 
pained, not understanding and walks away. For once I don't want her to go.  
  As a child I went through a phase where I saw Sam as a gift from some 
unknown force, a big middle finger to my parents and their ideal dream, a big “fuck 
you.”  Even before he was two years old he was rebelling against their legacy, proving 
them wrong, breaking their prejudices. He was a martyr, a god. He came here to protect 
me. Suddenly, standing at the hearth at the age of forty-two I feel younger than I ever 
have, and I realise, that I am Judas, that this tale has the same fucking ending and that I 
killed him, I killed him with love and selfishness and for what? It's all ironic. I never 
believed a word of it in my life and now it is my life. I am living the betrayal.  
  As a child I idolised him, as a teenager I forgot him, and in my twenties, I began 
to pity him. Before then I'd only ever seen him as Sam, my brother. Later on, I began to 
see the wheelchair, the hospital appointments, the treatments, the suffering. I pitied him. 
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They told my parents when we were very young that Sam would not live past thirty, and 
I mourned his birthday that year, toasting his ghost with Polish off-licence vodka 
straight from the bottle whilst Tom sang an old Scottish folklore song that made us 
crack up with laughter. It felt different, I remember. I mourned all over again. I felt the 
same grief. It felt certain, it was no longer a myth, a terrible conspiracy committed by 
my parents to keep him apart from me, clawing at the closed basement door, longing to 
be saved and reunited. He was gone for good.  
  All these years I thought he was haunting me, and I never knew why. He wasn’t 
haunting me, he wasn’t there to scare me or hurt me. He wanted to remind me. He 
wanted me to remember him. I’ll never forget him. Not now. I've never loved anyone 
like I loved Sam; Death could keep Tom and Molly for all I cared, I wanted my brother 
back.  
  Of course, it wasn't true, but I feel stronger for thinking it.  
I go out into the garden and loop around it a few times, feeling the mud between my 
toes and the dew on the flagstones before making my way up the little path to the pond. 
I stand and stare into the rippling water. My reflection stares back at me. My eyes have 
become completely dark, no white just big black pupils. In the distance a bird shrieks. I 
trace my way through the undergrowth and up onto the rocks, clambering until I reach 
the dense trees that mark the end of our land. The chippings of bark and twigs scratch at 
my shins and the soles of my feet but I barely feel it. I close my eyes and try to feel time 
slipping around me with all its wisdom and endlessness and fluidity. I try to feel the 
electricity of the earth, the magnetic pull, the gravity keeping me rooted to the spot and 
not falling aimlessly through space. I think about Molly, my real Molly, wherever she 
is, whether she is watching me, whether she waits for me. Whether she has grown or is 
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still a little girl, whether she forgives me. I think then of the girl I have raised, not a 
wolf in sheep's clothing, but a black sheep, an outcast, an outsider. Never knowing her 
true identity. I try to see her, through a telepathic medium, try to force my eyes to invert 
into the back of my head and somehow connect with her, locked away in an upstairs 
bedroom, refusing to see me. It's the sort of spiritual shit Smith would love. I feel 
further away from her than ever.  
  I turn to leave when a glimmer of silver catches my attention. I pick my way 
through the undergrowth, crawling on my knees under a low hanging branch and 
clambering over a tree stump. Partially buried in the earth is a silver locket. I dig it out 
of the soil and run my dirty fingertips over the intricate floral design. Prizing open the 
clasp, I find a locket of chestnut hair. A wave of recognition passes over me. 
  After a while I walk back to the pond and lower myself into it slowly, the cold 
water sending shivers through my body. The water is black, and I watch my legs 
disappear and then my torso until I am nothing more than a decapitated head floating on 
the surface. I take a breath and plunge under the water. At first, I can't see anything 
other than bubbles rising around me, the swish of the waves pulling my body around, 
the fish frantically fleeing, the plants pulling at my limbs. And then I see the jagged 
rocks, the silvery reflection of the low moon dazzling the ripples on the surface, the far 
off hazy blue of the sky. My breath slowly filters out of me. I want to wait until the last 
second and truly feel what he felt. I imagine myself, eight-years-old, my eyes averted 
for a second, following a whim, a selfish moment. A moment of curiosity, a moment of 
excitement, suspense, joy. The locket, dropped from the mouth of a magpie. Followed 
by a lifetime of pain. When my brother died I took his place; I became trapped in an 
endless nightmare with no escape. I became the outcast, the broken child. The last of the 
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breath trickles out of my mouth and I feel my chest tighten rapidly, the pressure in my 
ears, the pounding of blood in my chest. I rise up and emerge, choking and coughing. 


























I sit down on the edge of the bath, in the perfumed perfection of my mother's guest 
bathroom and sigh. Today has been tough. Today is one of those days to forget, to write 
off and never look back on. I had never really gained the ability to forget days. I rather 
hold them, in the palms of my hands, analysing them, replaying them, picking at them. 
Good ones and bad. It seems to me that these memories are flexible, fluid like a river 
weaving its way through me. In these memories I am truly alive, more alive than I am in 
this moment, this flimsy ghost of a girl. I like the pain of bad memories, the trace of 
tears in the back of my younger eyes. It feels real. Whereas now I am numb. And 
something in the happy memories makes my heart ache with pain. A lazy summer day 
I'll never get back, a certain word that was beautiful in the moment, a silence that will 
never be replaced. How could I ever let go of my days? They float beside me, muses in 
dresses and fat little cherubs in gold and white stalked by crooked crones with thorns in 
their hair. How I hold onto them. My army. My little blood army. 
  I feel a sudden urge to go to Molly, I need to see her, to see that she is real. I run 
out into the hall and throw her bedroom door wide, kneeling beside her bed and cupping 
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her face in my hands. I wake her, and she cries out, and she is a little girl again, the 
same little girl I plucked from the wreckage, something perfect and innocent and pure in 
the mass of carnage. I run my fingers through her beautiful dark curls and feel them 
bounce through my fingers, the chipped nails and rough skin of my hands against her 
youth.  
  “I am not good enough for you,” I whisper, and my voice sounds cold and weak 
in the silent room. 
  Molly drifts back to sleep, and as I watch her I realise where I am. Sam's room. 
On the wall are rabbits in different colours leaping across the yellow wallpaper. Their 
smiling faces are topped with straw hats and they wave and beckon to me as I watch 
them. Before my eyes they start to move, slowly jumping forward before speeding up 
until they are no more than a blur of colours. I panic, stumbling backwards and into the 
desk where his things are lined up. A few old teddy bears and three or four picture 
books. A photo frame with a picture of us as children, me: stern and resolute, him: a 
mystery. A few baby teeth tucked in a memory box. Not much to show for a life. 
  I wander into the hall and down the stairs. When I look down at my feet I am so 
small, I am a child, a little girl wandering the house like I used to do. I feel like I spent 
my whole life here and now I am watching it from somewhere else, on a blurred screen 
miles and miles above.  
  I walk into the sitting room and find my parents together on the sofa, watching a 
programme on the television. I catch them in a moment of laughter. They look so 
happy. They share the smile together and I see the joy in their eyes. His arm is around 
her and she holds his hand. I am stunned. I have never seen them like this. I never knew 
they were in love. I always assumed that they were just stuck together in the way old 
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people do, out of convenience, out of habit, out of bitter affection. Their eyes flicker up 
and they see me, and I ruin it. I break the moment, I watch the laughter turn into a frown 
and the light fade from their eyes. My mother sits up straight and knocks my father's 
arm away. When he looks at me his face is full of hate and blame. 
  And then it comes to me so clearly that I wonder why I didn't realise sooner. It 
hits me so hard that I wonder how I ever managed to forget, how I managed to live with 
myself. It strikes me in the core of my stomach and I bend double in agony. They flock 
around me. I see them as a blur of life and sound and colour. The pain grips me, 
twisting my organs into knots and all I can hear is the swishing of my blood in my ears, 
ready to explode.  
  “It was my fault,” I choke “I did it on purpose.” My mother grips me by the 
shoulders and steadies me, forcing me to look into her eyes. My father hovers in the 
background.  
  “What? What did you do?” I try to escape but she has a firm hold of me. She'll 
kill me, I realise. They will murder me when they find out. They will skin me alive and 
leave me for the rats. It's no less than what I deserve. 
  “I killed Sam on purpose!” I scream. It flashes before my eyes. Me, wild eyed, 
dirty knees. My hands on the wheelchair, pushing him towards the pond. We reach the 
edge and my eyes flash red, I let out an evil laugh that echoes through the scene and I 
push him. I laugh and laugh as he drowns. I laugh until tears run down my face. My 
chest bubbles with excitement.  
  And then again, me, but older, beside Tom in the car. I take the lipstick out of 
the glove box and turn it over in my hands. Shock covers my face. He looks at me and 
he is lost, weak, vulnerable. Again, my eyes flash with anger and I reach over and push 
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him off the wheel. My foot slams down on the accelerator. All I can hear is his screams. 
The lights of the other car spins towards us. I laugh, and I laugh.  
  “I killed them both,” I scream. “What if I murdered them on purpose?!” My 
mother is crying silently, her head in her hands.  
  “What are you saying?” she wails. “Not again...not this again.... I can't hear it!” 
  “I don't understand...” my father says, desperation in his voice. 
My head spins with images. What if I wanted them to die? It was my fault. Everything 
has always been my fault. I can’t trust myself. Sometimes the voices take over. 
Sometimes there’s blanks, ghosts, feelings I can’t control. My father reaches out to me, 
but I hit him across the face and he stumbles back, shocked hurt. I've crossed the line, 
destroyed any remnant of love we have but I'm exhilarated by it, delighted, frothing at 
the mouth.  
  “Tell me about him,” I spit, rounding on him. “Tell me what he looked like 
when you saw him dead on the slab.” My father backs away from me, dragging my 
hysterical mother away with him. “Tell me what my husband looked like when he was 
rotting and broken and dead. Tell me it was my fault!” 
  “You need to calm down, Kate!” commands my father, his voice shaking. 
“You're upsetting your mother.” The world spins and blood pumps in my veins.  
  “You didn’t kill them!” screams my mother and I fall silent, desperately clinging 
onto her words. “Not purposefully. I know you, Kate,” she says quietly, cupping my 
face. “You can’t let this break you. You’re stronger than you think. Stop carrying all the 
world’s problems on your shoulders. We’ve all made mistakes.” She gently kisses my 
forehead. 
  My eyes fill with tears and in the blur, I see Sam.  He is smiling and laughing, he 
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is free of his chair and he beckons to me. The room melts into a crisp spring day and we 
are in the garden, me and Sam, and Molly is asleep on the bench. At first, I want to stay 
with her, to hold onto her and protect her but Sam pulls me by the hand and I follow. I 
chase him up the path. I am aghast by him, in awe of him. He’s wearing blue pyjamas, 
and his grey dressing gown billows around him and although his laughter is faint and far 
away, it fills the garden with the most beautiful sound. He glances back at me calling 
out my name, but I can barely hear. He is running faster and faster, but I am struggling 
to keep up. I look down and see my orange sundress and little white shoes and I realise 
how young I am, how different things can be this time.  
  “Sam!” I call out to him, but my voice is little more than a whisper. I can't keep 
up. He is fading away, fading further and further away. I am panting, out of breath, I am 
straining my little legs to run faster and faster; I am sure I will fall. Suddenly the garden 
dissolves into a busy highway and I scream as cars whizz by me, pipping their horns 
and swerving to avoid me. Ahead, Sam seems to float high above the road. Heavy rain 
is falling across my face as we turn onto a country lane and I see, to my horror, the same 
red car spinning towards me, the look of horror on the driver's face, the all too familiar 
face with the bright green eyes, the little girl blinking up at me from the back seat.... 
  I close my eyes but don't feel the impact. I stay still for an eternity. Hours pass. 
Days, years. I grow old, I feel my body change. My hair grows down by my ankles and 
I feel my long fingernails break through the skin of my clenched fists. The bones crack 
through my thin skin and I can feel a cold breeze waning through my ribcage. My lips 
dry and split and crumble away. My clothes rot and decay, falling away from my 
skeleton. And then after a million years he comes and pulls my eyes open, the secretions 
gluing my eyelids together so that he has to tear the skin to open them. I look for the 
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first time in centuries. The world has not changed but there is so much colour. There is 
colour everywhere. I could not remember the colour.  
  He leads me out into an open field of gold that stretches for as far as the eye can 
see, licked by the bright blue of morning sky. I walk slowly, painfully, each step 
requiring an exertion of energy. The breeze filters through me. I breathe it all it. When I 
turn around Sam is crouched over a nest, broken and snapped, discarded twigs and 
leaves thrown around like bombsite debris. Slowly I peer over his shoulder. In his hands 
he holds seven perfect white, tiny eggs. I start to run but it's too late. 
  “One for sorrow,” he shouts, thrusting the egg at me. It cracks, and a fully-
grown magpie screams out of it, feathers wet with goo. 
  “Two for joy.” The second egg hits me square in the jaw and I scream, 
stumbling over my own feet as a bird erupts sailing high into the air. 
  “Three for a girl.”  
  “Four for a boy.” Two more eggs strike me, cutting into my chest. My legs 
collapse beneath me and I claw at the shell shrapnel stuck into my skin. Then four 
magpies scream in a circle above me. 
  “Five for silver.” I have no energy to try to move from the egg that hits my 
forehead, dripping down my face as a small magpie claws its way free. 
  “Six for gold.” The sixth bird is the largest, rising up through the halo the other 
birds have formed. He is king of the skies. I watch him in awe.  
  “Seven for a secret never to be told.” I close my eyes. The egg hits me in the 
heart. It hurts the most of them all. I wait for the flap of wings, the bloodcurdling song, 
the sharp scratch of claws across my neck, but none of it comes. I open my eyes. The 
shell was empty.  
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  Sam is gone. 
  I want to sleep. I have not slept in so long, but now the wait is over. I fall face 


























The days pass in fragments of light and dark. I catch fragments of scenes happening 
around me. My mother brings me soup and feeds me, bringing the spoon up to my 
mouth like a solemn airplane. I see Molly, but I’m not sure what’s real. I dream that she 
visits and sings to me. Her voice is beautiful. Sometimes a day lasts for seconds, 
sometimes hundreds of hours. Sometimes I wait my entire lifetime and then I am reborn 
each time I close my eyes. Sometimes the sheets jut out like terrible white cliffs and I'm 
sure I'll crash, sure all my bones will snap and turn into the dust. Maybe that is what the 
cliffs are made of, the crushed bones of falling monsters. Some days I’m more lucid. I 
hear Molly’s voice in the hall, her footsteps outside my door, I imagine her palm on the 
handle, almost close but growing further and further away. She doesn't know me 
anymore. She doesn't need me. She doesn't want me. She's evolved and adapted. She's 
become one of them. She sees me as the enemy, and quite rightly so. I've lost her, I've 
lost everything now. I have no energy to fight. I eat little, drink less. I take the pills I am 
given. My mother visits often and tells me stories. I like to listen to her words. 
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  “I sometimes think this house is cursed,” she tells me one day. “I grew up here 
too, you know. And so did my mother, and her mother. Our family liked to pass the 
house to the eldest daughter. My mother always said it was a family house, a house to 
be filled with the laughter of children,” she smiles sadly. “But I was unhappy here and 
so was she.”  
She gazes out of the window, where the leaves of the trees are floating down to the 
ground, covering the grass with a warm blanket of orange and brown. “My brother was 
the lucky one. Gregory got out. His teachers would always say how clever he was, how 
talented. So, my parents sent him off to school in Australia. It didn’t matter about me. 
There were different expectations for me…” she trails off, her eyes glazed.  
  “I should have given this house to you long ago,” she says turning to me 
suddenly. “I’d like you to have it…when you’re better. Molly’s different to you and me. 
She can change things.”  
       * 
  One day I wake up and the world is white with snow. I must have slept for 
weeks. I feel better this morning, as though I have shed my skin in a thin sheet of white 
mosaic cells and grown a kind of tough armour that clings to my organs and makes me 
strong. I know what I need to do. 
  I dress slowly in the clothes on the chair; a thin jumper and grey jeans. My eyes 
burn from the bright white light streaming through the blinds. I am weak, and my legs 
shake as I put my little weight on them. I am surprised to find that the handle turns and 
the door opens quietly into the corridor beyond. Outside my door, the world is silent and 
cold. I peer around the oak doors of the hall on tiptoes until I find Molly, sleeping 
soundly, her dark curls falling across her face. I watch her for a while, watch the 
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gentleness of her, the peacefulness, before slipping down the stairs and out of the front 
door. I set off walking down the drive and then change my mind, taking my father's car 
keys off the hook. 
  I start up the Merc. I look for my eyes in the wing mirror but there's nothing left 
but holes. I loop around the block a few times, following the road up to the old 
gardener's house with the ivy strewn walls, now nothing more than a graveyard, the 
little pub on the corner with the red door and the newsagents that burnt down. The car 
skids on the ice as I navigate the sharp bends and turns of the country roads but rather 
than fear it fills me with glee. I floor the gas and roar past the corner shop leaving it 
behind in a cloud of dust. My stomach clenches. I roll down the window and let the 
wind wave my hair about my face. For the first time in years I am truly alive. 
  I type the address Rick left into the satnav and in no time, I’m pulling up outside 
a grim tenement block on the other side of town. I watch a group of youths on bikes 
eye-up the car as they pass, coats done up to their chins, hoods covering their faces. I 
get out of the car carefully.  
  “Want me to look after your car, missus?” One of them shouts.  
  I hesitate.  
  They come towards me, cycling in circles around the car.  
  “Worth a bit of money this!”  
  I take a step backwards, my legs connecting with the bodywork of the car.  
  “Give us £50, missus, and we’ll make sure there’s no…accidents,” says the 
tallest one, the leader. He looks me up and down. They burst out laughing.  
  “It’s alright lads, she’s with me.” 
  I turn around and see Rick, leaning against the doorway of the flats, narrowing 
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his eyes at me.  
  The boys wolf-whistle and laugh. The leader steps forward, stony-faced, and for 
a minute I think he’ll challenge Rick. But he nods and signals to the others, 
disappearing around the corner, the whistle of their wheels fading into silence. 
  “How come they respected you like that?” I demand, as Rick holds the door 
open for me to pass through into the dingy foyer.  
  “That lad you spoke to, Joe, I helped his mum out a few years ago. She 
was…well, she was like me. Worse even. Used to leave Joe and his younger brother in 
the flat all day. No food. No electricity. Anyway, she’s back on track now. She’s got a 
job in a bank.” He grins to himself. Up close I can see how strikingly green his eyes are. 
He’s had a shave since last time I saw him, and his dark hair is neatly trimmed. His 
hands are warm on my shoulders. 
  I follow him into the lift, and immediately wish we’d taken the stairs instead. 
The lift rattles and rocks and I bump into Rick as I try to steady myself. He smiles at me 
mysteriously in the reflection of the mirror. On the fifth floor we turn left and walk the 
short stretch to a blue door with the number 503 roughly scrawled on it in peeling black 
paint. Rick turns the key in the lock and has to force the door open with his shoulder. I 
follow him inside, my eyes straining to adjust to the darkness. 
  He’s done his best with it. There’s not much to work with in such a small, dank 
space, but it’s clean and tidy and the walls are painted cheery shades of blue and orange. 
I follow him through into the living room and I am  struck suddenly by images of Molly 
that smile back at me from the walls. Rick follows my eyes and smiles.  
  “This is my Lily,” he says, leading me closer and pointing at a faded photograph 
of himself holding a new-born baby. The photograph has been cut into a crude shape, 
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and the headless body of a woman with her arm looped around him has been somewhat 
obscured by the other frames.   
  “She was so tiny when she was born. We were worried she wouldn’t make it. 
She had some erm…respiratory problems, you see.” 
  I panic. “What sort of problems?” 
  Rick frowns at the photo. My blood rushes and I feel dizzy. Has Molly been ill 
all this time? Have I put her in danger?  
  “She was wheezing a bit as a baby. It got better as she got older. We thought she 
might have inherited asthma from her mum, because Zoe’s got it quite bad. Couldn’t go 
anywhere without her inhaler.” 
  I’d never noticed Molly wheezing, or struggling for breath, or had I? Her 
teachers said she was reluctant to participate in PE, that she was slower than the other 
kids. Got tired easily. It was true that she rolled around the house, complained she could 
barely breathe in the heart of summer, but wasn’t this normal kid behaviour? I made up 
my mind to take her to the doctors as soon as possible.  
  “Do you hear from your wife at all?” I ask. 
  Rick snorts. “She’s got some sort of craft shop. In New Zealand. She likes to 
‘listen to the sound of the waves,’ she says. It makes her ‘feel stronger,’ apparently.” 
  He meets my eyes and smiles. “We didn’t speak for a long time after what 
happened. She never even spoke to me about it. She heard the result in court and walked 
straight out, went home and packed her bags and left. Didn’t hear from her ‘til a few 
years ago. She’s seeing this spiritualist guy, Storm, I think he’s called. He gets her to 
write postcards telling me how at peace she feels.”  
  He rolls his eyes, and I turn to look at the other photographs, despite the mixture 
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of excitement and guilt churning in my stomach. My daughter, laughing on a swing. My 
daughter, peering at tropical fish in a tank. My daughter, holding hands with an older 
boy, smiling up at him as he proudly holds a fishing rod. I look at his dark hair and dark 
eyes. The curve of his red lips. 
  “Who’s that?” I ask, although I already know the answer. 
  “My son,” he says. “Liam. He took it hard. He still won’t speak to me. He lives 
down south with his mum, not Zoe, my first wife, Nicola. He’s at uni now, doing 
Economics.” He smiles proudly, but his eyes are full of heartbreak. “She calls quite a 
bit. Makes sure I’m OK. Tells me what Liam’s up to.” 
  He shakes his head and I look away, reluctant to continue the subject. I don’t 
want to look at anymore photographs. I don’t want to see how Molly’s life could have 
been, how I have messed things up for everyone. I took her because I didn’t want to be 
alone, not again, not like I was after my brother died. But I deserved to be. I deserved to 
die in the crash too. And then this family would still be happy and complete.  
  Rick leans forward to wipe the tears from my cheeks.  
  “Don’t worry about it,” he says, “I’ll never give up. One day I hope he sees that 
I’m a changed man, and then I can be a dad to him again.” 
  “I need to go,” I manage. 
  “You’ve only just got here! And you haven’t even told me why you’re here.” 
  I swallow the lump in my throat. “I wanted to say I’m sorry.” 
 Rick folds his arms and sits down on the edge of the sofa. “What for?” he asks. 
  “You were right. I’ve forced my problems on to you. I blamed you but really it 
was my fault. It’s all my fault.” 
  He pulls me down gently so that I’m sat beside him on the sofa. He holds me in 
226 
 
his arms as I sob against his shoulder until the tears won’t come anymore.  
      * 
When I wake, I peer at the unfamiliar television set in front of me, the rows of 
documentaries and action films. I sit up and blink until my eyes focus on the deep 
brown eyes of the boy, Molly’s brother. The brother who would been her friend, her 
guidance, her ally. Just like my brother was. I’ve robbed her of everything. Rick appears 
in front of me and sets a cup of tea down on the coffee table.  
  “I want you to be part of Molly’s life. I want you to help us.” I blurt out without 
thinking.  
  He raises his eyebrows at me, surprised, before breaking into a smile.  
  “Are you sure?” 
  “Yes,” I say, more confidently. “I want you to help her. Help us be as strong as 
you are.” 
  “You are strong!” He says, kneeling down and taking my hand. “Look at you, 
you’ve raised this wonderful, intelligent girl by yourself. You’re amazing, you just 
don’t realise it.” 
  This time, when I lean in to kiss him, he doesn’t pull away. The light fades and 
the sounds of city traffic dim to a low hum as the night unfolds around us. I lay with my 
head on his chest, staring up at the swirling pattern of the bedroom ceiling, imagining 
Molly at my mother’s, getting into bed with a hot mug of cocoa, my mother lending her 
an old novel she won’t be interested in. I’ll see her tomorrow. I’ll bring her home. But 
for now, I try my best not to think, to blur everything else out other than the warmth of 
his body against mine, as I settle into sleep. 
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That night I dream that I am standing in the garden. I stare around me, taking in the cool 
evening air, the breeze rustling through the trees, the high yellow moon. My hands are 
heavy and sticky with dark red blood. I turn them over in front of my face, breathing in 
the earthy, metallic smell, seeing my fingers shimmer iridescent in the moonlight. I am 
wearing my wedding dress, I realise. I haven’t seen it in years, tucked away in its box at 
the back of the wardrobe. I gaze across the beautiful lilac fabric. I look down and the 
garden is covered in a flood of feathers, stretching out around me, chequered black and 
white like a chess board. There's so many feathers that they stretch across the grass and 
cover the muck of the flower beds. They stick to my feet and up my legs, I pull at them 
but they are stuck fast, the blood congealing against my exposed flesh, threatening to 
tear the skin away. In the middle of it all lays a bird, a magpie, naked and bloody, pink 
skin flushed an angry red. I kneel beside it, the feathers scratching at my legs. Dead, 



















Molly is quiet in the car on the journey from my mother’s house. I pull into the drive 
and unpack her bags from the boot, hauling them into the kitchen. Inside, she sprints off 
in the direction of the stairs. I catch her gently by the arm. 
  “Hey, what’s wrong?” 
  She shrugs and bows her head. 
  “Molly?” 
  She sighs. “Well you can’t just expect everything to go back to normal.” 
  “What do you mean?” 
  “What happened to you, Mum?” she asks, sadly. “Everything was OK and then 
you turn up at my school and then we have to go to Grandma’s and everyone says 
you’re not well and you stay in your room for four weeks. What the hell?”  
I’ve never heard her curse before.  
  “Molly,” I begin, taking her by the shoulders. “I’m so sorry that I’ve upset you. I 
shouldn’t have acted the way I did and it was very unfair of me. I haven’t been very 
well but I’m OK now.” 
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  “You missed Christmas,” mutters Molly. 
I sigh. Of course. I’d thought the snowy weather marked the start of the holidays, not 
the start of a new year.  
  “Look, I’m going to make it up to you, Molly. Things are going to change 
around here. I’m going to be a better mum.” 
  Molly sniffles and I pull her into an embrace. “I don’t want a better mum, I was 
my old mum.” 
  I hold her at arms-length, horror flooding through me. She knows. I knew it. 
  “I mean, I want the old you,” she says, and I take a deep breath. 
  “OK, OK. Me and you against the world. You are the one thing that matters to 
me. I’m going to make everything right again, you hear?” 
  She tries a smile.  
  “I’ve got homework to do,” she says, nodding towards the stairs.  
  “Oh, give it here, I’ll do it.”  
  Her eyes light up. “Really?” 
  “Yep, leave it on the table. You go relax. I know this past month has been hard 
on you. From now on we’ll be a team.” 
She smiles and pulls two exercise books out of her bag, dumping them on the table, 
before rushing off to her room. 
        * 
 I’m musing over algebraic equations when Rick arrives at the door with a bunch of 
pink roses. I call Molly down and she squints at him suspiciously, but soon relaxes as he 
asks her about school. She doesn’t mention my illness, thank god. In fact, we don’t talk 
about anything upsetting, for once. Our skeletons remain firmly in their closets. We sit 
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in front of the fire, crossed legged, playing Monopoly. Molly has to be the dog, as ever, 
and she laughs as she builds houses and hotels, wiping us clean out. Rick glances up at 
me every so often and we share a smile, and I realise that this is the first time in a long, 
long time that I’ve felt calm, that I haven’t felt sick or guilty or thought about Sam or 
Tom. After the game, Molly goes to bed and we curl up on the sofa, fingers interlaced, 
and I try my best to forget the niggling feeling in the back of my mind, the burning 























Weeks pass quicker than ever. The ice melts and my house is bathed in a cool, ochre 
glow that reminds me of the early days here with Tom. The crooked apple tree is 
beginning to form bright leaves that pepper the branches like emerald eyes, watching 
me through the glass. The brown patches of grass, long lost to the frost, have begun to 
form mossy green fur, and the ivy creeps further and further up the brickwork. Taking 
hold. 
 Rick and I spend whole days tucked up together, talking. Even though I don’t say what 
I really want to say, it helps. Some days the dread takes over and I imagine how his face 
would fall if I told him the truth, how he’d shout and scream, kick me into the street, 
call the police. How Molly would cry as he dragged her away from me, how he’d 
reunite with her real mum, be a real family. How they’d all forget about me eventually, 
just a slight headache behind the eye, until some stranger made a passing remark and the 
migraine sparked through them like electricity.  
“There was a man who died in the crash too,” says Rick, one morning, as we lie curled 
together on the sofa. I prop myself up onto one elbow to look at him. A news alert 
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breaks out across the television screen and we both turn to watch the decimation of a 
far-off country, the faces of suffering. Burnt buildings, nothing more than ash. Shoeless 
women, faces strewn with tears. We sit in silence, watching the report until it flicks 
back to the daytime chat show. Gone, forgotten about. Like it never even happened.  
   “He was driving home to his wife and kid when I hit him. The police wouldn’t 
tell me much, but they told me that. I tried to avoid it all after that. I didn’t watch the 
news, or buy a newspaper in months. Prison helped. I could isolate myself completely. 
Read novels, self-help, everything I could. Took my exams. And even on the outside I 
hid for a long time. I never saw his face. But I could picture him, everywhere I went.” 
He sighs and closes his eyes for a long time, pressing his thumbs into his temple.  
  I gaze across the room. In every inch I see Tom. I see him on the sofa reading a 
book, or kissing me, our legs entwined. I see him walking the floor, hanging the 
painting up on the wall, crawling across the carpet with Molly. I blink back tears. I look 
at Rick and feel a sudden urge to hurt him, to make him feel what my husband felt. I 
clench my fists. I want to strike him, to hit him and hit him until he bleeds. I imagine 
him dead, blue skin and red eyes, hurling him into a hole in the garden, or into the beck, 
watching him wash away. The image makes me shiver. He wraps his arms around me 
and I relax, feeling the warmth of his chest across my body. 
  “I thought of his wife too, and his kid. Hated myself for years. Still do really. 
It’s just a mask I put on every day for the kids at the youth club and at the clinic. I want 
them to think there’s a way forward. I teach people how to deal with grief. It’s 
hypocritical really because I never dealt with it myself. I mean, it’s one thing grieving 
for someone you’ve lost, but how do you grieve for the loss of yourself, for the loss of 
the person you believed you were, for the loss of all your ethics and morals and goals? I 
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thought I was a good person.” His face is oddly calm and serene. His words pierce me, 
and all my anger deflates.  
  “I’ve never told anyone that before,” he whispers. “Can you still like me, after 
everything I’ve done?” He turns to face me, his eyes narrowed and there’s a desperation 
in his words that makes my stomach roar with pain. I take a breath.  
  “I was responsible for my brother’s death.” He sits up and looks at me. I gulp. I 
didn’t mean to say it. The words just trickled out. I glance through the open living room 
door nervously to make sure Molly isn’t around.  
  “We were kids, there was an accident. I was meant to be looking after him. He 
drowned.” I sit up so that we are knee to knee and he laces his fingers with mine. “I’ve 
carried it around forever,” I whisper. My words slip from my lips as silvery orbs, 
dancing across the room, ducking and diving over the furniture. I watch them fade 
away. I feel lighter.  
       * 
The next day, I wind through streets and country roads until I am way out of town, and 
the skyline is curved by yellow hills and skeleton trees. I turn sharply left and pull up 
outside a small chapel, almost completely hidden by trees, and breathe deeply, engine 
still running. I get out of the car slowly, casting a wary glance around me. A few crows 
rise up from the hay fields, cawing and screaming, startling me. A scarecrow in the 
distance eyes me with tilted head. I climb the steps to the chapel, and rest a hand on the 
door, closing my eyes and trying to think back to that day.  
  When my brother was a little boy I wanted him gone. I wanted him to fall 
through the cracks of time and never come back, to rewind and reset and start over. I 
wanted to erase the very trace of him from the earth, to wipe out the early morning 
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ambulances and meetings and appointments. I wanted him to leave, be done with, to let 
us be the family we were meant to be. But despite all that he was the first and the last 
hero I ever had. I envied him, but that envy, that hatred was formed of pure admiration. 
My brother was handsome. He was resilient. He was brave. They all said it. He was 
broken, my brother, and he needed everyone to help him, everyone had to join together 
to fix the broken boy. Me? I was normal. I didn't need anything. No extra love, no care, 
no praise. I was complete. All the pieces were in the right place. Everything worked 
right. I was their insurance policy. I was the new TV, the camera, the glass bowl, put 
away, carefully boxed, ready to be brought out when the old one broke. But they waited 
too long. I went rusty and dusty and corrupt inside.  
  When I grew older I regretted it all. I loved him, and I believed that he loved me 
too. I became convinced that it was all a game and that one day he'd wink, shout “boo!” 
break character and laugh and he'd be the brother of my dreams. In my mind I made us 
allies against the Gestapo that was society, our parents, the doctors. In my mind I 
convinced myself that we were the only two people in the world that understood each 
other. I idolised him like no other. When he looked at me, there was no judgement, no 
dismissal, no malice. He was my friend. My only friend.  
  I find his gravestone easily enough, in the small shaded section around the back 
of the chapel, along with the other broken children and remnants of our family. There's 
a plot for us all, ready and waiting. Even one for The Child That Never Was, the one 
before me and Sam, the one that wasn't strong enough for this world, who couldn't face 
it. I don't know what to do when I reach Sam's grave. I don't know whether to sit, or 
stand, or talk out loud. I am overcome by foolishness and self-pity. I kneel and clasp my 
hands before me and lower my head, but feel like a fraud, a false prophet. We didn't 
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communicate out loud. He couldn't and I wasn't much better. I pat the earth with my 
hand and give the stone a quick smile. I'm here and it's enough. I think he would 
understand. I lay down the few wildflowers that I collected in the road and the blue 
flowers obscure the words etched across the stone. I turn to leave, weaving my way 
through the little aligned plots when it catches my eye. I stand over a smaller stone and 
read it, again and again until the words scratch into my brain. I stand for what seems 
like years, the wind roaring and casting my hair back off my face. Dry eyed, no tears. 
After all this time, she was here all along, just feet away from Sam. Her uncle, watching 
over her. I try to imagine them together, but try as I might I can't make out the features 
of her face. I take a flower from his grave and lay it over hers. “I’ll never forgot you 




















There is something different about today, a real energy, a strange vibe and I know it 
must be today. I have to do it today. I have to put an end to this before it gets too 
dangerous. I don’t need Rick in my life. There's a storm coming and the sky is almost 
black. Rain and hail pound at the kitchen windows and the noise makes me shiver and 
shake.  I watch Molly go about her business, readying herself for school as I peer from 
the shoe closet, watching through the slits. I watch her tie her shoelaces and almost 
knock her breakfast bowl to the floor as she swings around with her backpack. I watch it 
creep nearer and nearer to the edge and flinch every time. I press my lips into the cat’s 
fur. 
   “Bye, Mum,” she calls up the stairs, to where she thinks I am. She pauses, back 
turned to me, waiting for a reply but is only met by silence. I hold my breath. I shrink 
back into the darkness of the closet and I swear she sees me through the wood as she 
passes, swear she can smell my blood and sweat, hear my heart beating. I wait for the 
front door to slam shut before crawling out of the cupboard on all fours.  
  I crawl through the hallways deadly silent, stealthy like a puma, pausing in each 
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room, making sure everything is in place. Sam watches me intently from the gap behind 
the curtain, but I try my best to avoid him, I can't have any distractions today. By the 
mirror I stop and climb slowly to my feet. My eyes are still bright black I notice, and 
my cheeks have sunk and hollowed. My skin is grey. When I look into my eyes I see a 
dead girl. The only dead girl I've ever seen.  
  Rick turns up around 12 p.m. and grips me around my waist and swings me 
around him. He's happy today and I like that, it fills me up with warmth and I curl up 
beside him in bed, stroking the curves of his body, content, forgetting my plan. After a 
while he tells me he wants to marry me. Don't be silly, I tell him.  
  We sleep for a while, wrapped up together in the sheets, falling in and out of 
dreams and I wake up feeling calm, content. There's no pain, no hurt, no tears. But 
there's blood. I realise that it's coming from Rick, his lips slightly parted, red across his 
chin. I shake him and shake him, heart pounding fast.  What have I done? The red is 
etched into the lines of my hands. His eyes are firmly shut, I panic, tears welling in my 
eyes. “Come on,” I whisper, hitting him. “Wake up, please wake up.” It feels the same 
as before. The loss is crushing. This isn’t me. Not anymore. 
   His eyes jolt open and I see him as he really is, pained, haunted by ghosts, 
broken. I throw my head down onto his chest and sob.  
  “Kate! What's wrong?” he comforts me, pulling my stick arms across his body, 
warming me. He's more real, more human than I'll ever be, I realise.  
  “It’s just a nosebleed,” he laughs, reaching for a tissue. 
  I go down into the kitchen and pour a glass of water as he showers. I can hear 
him, the sound of singing drifting down the hall. It's a long time since I've heard music 
in this house, and the walls seem to blush from it, the curtains seem a little brighter, the 
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whole place seems a little warmer. I smile.  
   I blink up into the sky and see that it has settled into a smooth pale grey, the 
clouds slowly coming together and forming a whole. Back in the kitchen, I rummage 
through the drawers until I find the little bottle of pills with my name on. The ones the 
doctor gave me years ago, before this whole mess began. The ones Molly found. The 
ones I never even tried to take. They’re still in date, just. I remind myself to get more, 























I pull the cake out of the box and punch in twelve candles, one for each year, one for 
each lie. From the living room the sounds of boys' shouts and girls' screams are almost 
drowned out by the commanding voice of the birthday girl, ordering around her council. 
To my relief, Alex has lost favour with Molly, probably due to her daintiness and 
fragility, but the boys of Year Seven are more than willing to wrestle and fight and roar 
like her. A few girls had braved the brawl, the stronger types, the better ones. I was glad 
she was making friends.  
  I slip the cake onto a plate and flick the lighter, alighting the candles one by one. 
I watch the little yellow flames dance and sway, the warmth against my wrist. I look up 
at myself in the reflection of the window and see Tom by my side, his hand on my 
shoulder. I smile and put my hand on top of his but all I can feel is the rough fabric of 
my top, the arc of my collarbone. 
  I push through the door into the living room and the children whoop and gasp 
but my eyes are on Molly only. Her face lights up. I wink at her. I place the cake on the 
coffee table and the kids and parents gather round to sing. I look for Rick over the tops 
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of their heads but he's disappeared. Molly grins her Cheshire Cat grin as the singers 
finish and she takes a deep breath and blows the candles clean out. I wonder what she 
wished for. The children return to their games and I look up at my parents and meet my 
father's eye. For a second I think I see him smile, but it must have just been a trick of 
the light.  
  I cut the cake and serve it on small paper plates. I put one on the hearth and take 
another in my hands, and go out in the hall. I check in the kitchen and the garden. I 
wander up the stairs and tap softly on the bathroom door: no answer. Finally, I push 
open my bedroom door and see him, hunched up in the corner. 
  “Rick?” I whisper, shocked, sinking to my knees beside him. He folds into my 
arms. I hold him until the tears dry up.  
  “I'm sorry,” he whispers eventually.  
  “What's wrong?” I ask him, cupping his chin in my hands.  
  “It’s silly…but I can’t help but think of my daughter at times like this.” 
  My stomach curdles and bile rises in my throat. I swallow it down.  
  “I'm sorry,” I whisper into his neck, “I'm so sorry.” He cries gently into my 
shoulder. The room starts the spin and I claw at the carpet, the fibres creeping up my 
fingernails. My blood pumps in my ears.  
  “I miss her so much,” he whispers, and I flinch, as if I’ve been physically struck. 
Me too, me too. 
  There’s footsteps behind us and we both turn as Molly kneels beside us. I 
wonder how much she has heard. She wraps her arms around us, drawing us all 











The days grow warmer, but Molly grows colder. She grows closer to everyone around 
me: my parents, her friends, even Rick, who coerced me into dusting off the old photo 
albums and giving them to her, even though I couldn’t bear to look at them myself. 
Molly seemed contented with that for a while, and I watched her anxiously across the 
hall as she laid on her stomach in the living room, kicking her legs behind her, peering 
at the faded polaroids and blurred photographs that seem like fiction to her.  
  But then the questions started again.  
  “If Tom wasn’t my real dad, then who is?” she asked one evening, as I brewed 
tea and wrote the list for tomorrow’s shopping. I almost choked.  
  “Molly, please.” I muttered, turning my back to her and pretending to look 
intensely in the pantry. She reappeared in front of me. 
  “Mum, you said we’d be honest with each other, from now on. I’m a grown-up 
now, remember?” 
  “It was a long time ago,” I sighed.  
  “You can’t remember his name?” she asked, incredulously.  
  Rick coughed in the living room. 
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  “Shhhhhh!” I said, hurriedly pulling her close to me. “Of course I can remember 
his name!” I felt my cheeks colour. 
  “So?” asked Molly, folding her arms.  
  “Look, I’ll tell you everything in time, I promise,” I said, kissing her lightly on 
the head. “Be patient.” 
 
“When will you tell me his name?” She asked again this morning. 
  I sighed into my mirror, my hand slipping on my mascara wand. My eye 
streamed. 
  “Whose name?” 
  “My dad’s.” 
  “I thought we agreed Tom was your dad. As good as.” 
  Molly pulled an exasperated face in the mirror. 
  “Yes, we did but…” 
  “So, there you have it.” 
  “Oh come on Mum, for God’s sake…” 
  “Hey!” I turned around on the stool and frowned at her. “Don’t talk to me like 
that. I said you needed to be patient. I’ll tell you everything one day…I promise.” The 
words echoed through me. I told myself I’d die with my secret. But can I die with 
Rick’s secret, with Molly’s secret? With the secret lives they live, that they don’t know 
about? I remembered the boy, the one who shares Molly’s smile, the way his thick 
eyebrows curved into a frown in the same way as Molly’s. I shivered. 
  Molly coloured. “You don’t care about anything anymore, you only care about 
Rick!” She shouted suddenly. 
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  “What?!” 
With that, she stormed out of the room. I let her go, bubbling with anger.  
       * 
 I wait anxiously for her to come home from school, watching the painfully slow 
movements of the clock. After an hour I phone the school, who tell me she left with her 
friends. I relax slightly. If she’s out with her friends then she’s probably just lost track 
of time. I force myself to smile as I chop carrots for tea. She’s growing up and growing 
away from me, but it’s OK. It’s normal. She needs her space, but she’ll always 
remember who her mum is. When she arrives, two hours late, the chicken overcooked 
and the carrots burned, I try not to be angry. 
  She doesn’t look at me as she comes through the door. She’s wearing the mini 
skirt I bought her and the heels. I wonder how she fit them in her school bag without me 
noticing.  
  “Hello then,” I try. 
 She rolls her eyes, and pushes past me. I catch her by the arm.  
  “What do you want?” she hisses.  
  I hold her at arm’s length. “What do I want? To know where you’ve been for the 
past two hours would be a start!” 
  She sighs. “With some friends.” 
  I try to stay calm. “OK, well couldn’t you have sent me a text or something? I 
was worried…” 
  Molly snorts. “Yeah right. You don’t care about me at all.” 
  I stare at her. “Not this again, Molly, what has gotten into you?” 
  “You lie to me all the time! You think I’m…I’m stupid. I know something is 
244 
 
going on. I know things aren’t right.” She tries to point at me but stumbles. “You won’t 
tell me about my dad, you won’t help me find him. Why? Is it because I’m a mistake? A 
dirty little secret?” 
  “Have you been drinking?!” I shout. 
  Molly smiles and puffs her chest out. “Maybe.” 
  “Jesus Christ, you’re twelve years old!” 
  “So, what!” screams Molly. “All the other girls at school do it.” 
 I turn away from her and lean on the counter, pressing my head into my fists. “I don’t 
care what the other girls do. Where did you even get it from? What have you had?” 
 She shrugs. 
 I take a deep breath. 
  “Come sit down” 
I lead her into the living room and she perches on the edge of the sofa, her knees 
pointing away from me. She hangs her head and pouts.  
  “Molly, I’m sorry that I haven’t been completely honest with you, but you have 
to understand that everything I do is for you. I care about you more than anything in the 
world. You are so special to me. I guess I’ve got so used to protecting you from harm 
that I’ve smothered you. I’ll tell you about him. Come here.” 
  She looks up wide eyed, I open my arms and she puts her head against my 
shoulder gazing up at me.  
  I sigh. Nausea washes over me and every morsel of my body seems to fight 
against the words that come tumbling out of my mouth. The idea forms neatly, each 
sentence settling like train tracks, one after the other. 
  “His name is Peter. He used to live down the road from me when I was young. 
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We went to the same school but he was in Sam’s year.” 
  Molly sits up straight and looks at me intently. “Peter” she mouths.  
  “We dated very briefly and then we spilt up. That’s it. I didn’t realise I was 
pregnant and by that time I’d met Tom. I told him the truth and he really wanted to be a 
father to you. I told Peter, but he was engaged to a new woman and he didn’t want 
anything to…ruin it.” 
  I feel awful as soon as I’ve said it. The words threaten to choke me. I realise, in 
this second that there’s no going back now. The lies get deeper and deeper, tearing at 
my insides, driving an unforgiving wedge between us. A tear runs down Molly’s cheek 
and the crushing pain radiates through me before settling in the hole where my heart 
used to be.  
  “He thought I’d ruin it?” she says quietly. 
 I hold her tightly to me.  
  “I didn’t want to upset you with all this Molly. You are mine, just mine. You are 
so amazing.”  
  In the middle of the night, I wake up as she runs down the hall to the bathroom. I 
gently hold her long dark hair back as she’s sick, and afterwards I wrap her in my 
dressing gown and put her in my bed, wiping her tears away and holding her until she 
falls into an uneasy sleep. I lay awake for hours, replaying my words and how tightly 
the lies have become wound around me. Soon I won’t be able to breathe for fear of 













My parents stand awkwardly in my kitchen, looking at the peeling walls and the 
overflowing stack of washing up. I frown at them over my cup of tea, some distance 
away. No-one wants to speak first. After a while my mother clears her throat and nods 
her head towards me, her little fingers tightening around my father’s wrist.  
  My father straightens his tie. It’s a Saturday, so I don’t know why he’s dressed 
in a full navy suit, as if he’s going to work. Maybe it’s easier for him if he treats me like 
one of his criminal clients. That authority, respect and control that he craves. He 
scratches the balding patch that is beginning to form in his pale blonde hair.  
   “Your mother and I would like to take you out for a meal tonight.” 
   My mother looks at him meaningfully. He sighs.  
  “You, Molly and your…boyfriend.” 
 He swallows hard, as if the word has left a bitter taste in his mouth. 
  “I see. And how did you find out about my ‘boyfriend,’ may I ask?” 
  “Molly told us,” says my mother. She glances at my father, but he firmly avoids 




  My mother sets her best fake smile, the one I saw at every meal time as a child, 
the one she used for my father’s colleagues and my brother’s consultants.  
  “We’re glad that you’re moving forward in life, Kate. It will be good for you. 
For Molly too.”  
She moves across the room and takes me by the hand. I stare at it. 
  “Let’s go for a nice meal, as a family. I booked The White Horse,” she whispers, 
with a mischievous smile. Behind her, my father raises his eyebrows at the wall. 
  “We don’t need to go there-” I begin. 
  “No, no,” she interrupts. “It’s a special occasion. Our treat.” 
      * 
“She’s an ogre,” I tell Rick, as I pull on tights, later that night. He frowns at me as he 
buttons up his shirt.  
  “Surely, she’s not that bad!” He laughs.  
 “Oh, she is, and worse. And I don’t even know where to start with my father.” 
 Rick comes up behind me and loops a necklace around my neck, fastening the clasp. 
  “I’m sure it will be fine,” he says. 
 The pendant falls gently against my green velvet dress. A gold heart, speckled with 
diamonds.  
  “Rick!” I breathe. “It’s beautiful! You shouldn’t have, I can’t take it-” 
 Rick turns me gently around, his hands on my waist. “Please take it. It looks stunning 
on you. You look stunning.”  




  “I’ve been ready for ages,” she says, haughtily. 
      * 
My mother spends most of the first half an hour peering at Rick with narrowed eyes 
over the top of the menu, whilst I’m not sure that my father has even looked at him. 
Molly sulks into her soup, pouring it in bright red waterfalls from her spoon, where it 
splashes into a pool in the dish. Rick takes the lead in conversation, happily talking 
about his work, whilst my mother nods along.  
  “So, Mark, I bet yours is an interesting job!” says Rick, trying a laugh. 
 My father looks up at him reluctantly.  
  “Interesting is one word for it,” he says, blankly. 
  “It must be quite conflicting sometimes, I imagine,” prompts Rick. “It’s not 
always black and white is it, there must be some people that are-” 
  “Oh it is black and white,” interrupts my father. “There’s right and wrong. 
Decent people and criminals. That’s it.” 
  Silence hangs over the table. Rick deflates, straightening his shirt and staring at 
the tablecloth. Molly sniggers and I glance up at her reproachfully. 
  “Guess who I saw the other day!” says my mother, trying to change the subject. 
  “Who?” 
  “Pearl Clarke! Peter’s mum. You remember Peter, don’t you?” 
  Molly sits up very straight, her spoon hovering above her bowl. I make sudden 
desperate movements to my mother, shaking my head and waving my hands but she 
misunderstands.  
  “Oh, you do, you were friends for years at school and afterwards when they 
were still living on the crescent-” 
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  “The same Peter?” asks Molly quickly, her eyes wide. “Your old boyfriend?” 
  Everyone looks at me. 
  “No, no…” I say hurriedly. 
  “He was!” says my mother, frowning. “You dated for a while before you met 
Tom, didn’t you? Lovely young man, he was working in Dubai you know, but he’s 
back-” 
 Molly’s spoon lands in her bowl with a crash. 
  “I have to meet him,” she says, turning to me with pleading eyes. 
  “What’s going on?” asks Rick. 
  “Nothing, nothing, It’s not the same Peter, Molly, I’m sorry. Can I have a word 
with you outside, Mother?” I say, getting up from the table quickly, knocking my wine 
glass. The people on the table next to us fall silent.  
  Molly stands up. “No, stop it, Mum. You’re doing it again, it’s not fair!” 
 My mother, half-way out of her seat, looks from one of us to the other.  
  “What do you mean, Molly?” 
 Molly hesitates.  
  “Do not!” I say to her through gritted teeth. 
  “You liar!” shouts Molly, in tears. 
 More tables fall quiet. A few waiters stop mid-service and whisper to each other.  
  “Hey,” says Rick, standing up and putting his arm around Molly. “What’s going 
on?”  
She shrugs him away, and takes a step towards me. 
  “I don’t care if he thinks I’m a mistake, I want to meet my dad!” 
 Everyone looks at her. She reddens but stays stood up, determination flaring wild in her 
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eyes. I slowly sink back into my seat. 
  “Molly, what do you mean?” asks my mother quietly. “Tom was your dad, you 
know that!” 
  Rick puts a hand on my shoulder, lifting my chin up with his hand but I refuse to 
look at him. I feel sick. The room is spinning round and round like a carousel, the faces 
of the diners spinning towards me, the gaudy gold décor contorting and glowing.  
  “He wasn’t though, was he mum?” says Molly.  
  I stand up to leave, almost overbalancing but clinging onto the tablecloth, the 
plates rattling dangerously close to the edge.  
  “Sit down” commands my father and I slowly lower myself back into the chair.  
  “Kate?” asks my mother.  
  The air is too thick to breathe. There’s a cold sweat trickling down my neck. My 
mind spins with ideas but not of them fit. I stare at the bright white of the plate in front 
of me until strange shapes and colours spin in front of my eyes, another world, but one 
more comfortable than the horrors of this one.  
 “If you won’t tell them, then I will,” says Molly. “I’m not Tom’s daughter. I’m 
Peter’s. Mum was already pregnant when she met Tom, but they pretended I was his.” 
  I feel Rick lean towards me. “Is this true?” he asks, gently. I press my face into 
my hands. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see my mother shaking her head. 
  “No, that’s not right-” 
  “It is Grandma! Mum told me herself!” 
  “No, listen, Molly,” says my mother firmly. “The dates are all wrong. Your 
mum didn’t meet Tom for a while after she’d split up with Peter. And you weren’t born 
until they were married, more than a year later.” 
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  “I can’t deal with this,” I shout, standing up suddenly and backing away from 
them all.  
  “Why did you tell her all this rubbish?” demands my mum, moving round the 
table to hold Molly in her arms.  
  “I had to…” I whimper.  
I look desperately at Rick but even his face has changed, and when I reach for him, he 
pulls away.  
  “What aren’t you telling us?” he asks.  
I look around wildly for an exit, but everywhere around me is filled with staring waiters 
and horrified diners.  
  “Kate,” says my father slowly. “Tell Molly that Tom is her real father. Tell her 
the truth.” 
  “I can’t,” I whisper. “I can never tell!” 
  “Tell me!” screams Molly. 
 A sharp pain shoots through my stomach and I double over in pain.  
 “The baby,” says my mother quietly.  
 Rick wheels round to look at her, then back at me.  
  “What baby? You’re pregnant?” 
 I cradle my bump protectively, backing away from them. 
  “Why didn’t you tell me?” asks Rick. “Is it mine?” 
 “Of course it’s yours!” I shout. 
  “Well I obviously don’t know you, do I? If you cheated on Tom, then you’re 
probably cheating on me, aren’t you?” He kicks his chair. “And after all that stuff I told 
you about my ex-wife, and you’re just the fucking same!”  
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He throws his arms above his head and turns away from me.  
   “I can’t do this, I’m sorry,” he puts a hand on Molly’s shoulder and starts to 
walk away. 
  “Where are you going?” I ask, climbing over the discarded chairs and stumbling 
on my heels. I follow him across the room. “Rick, don’t leave me, please don’t leave 
me! I didn’t cheat on you, and I didn’t cheat on Tom, I swear it’s the truth.” 
  Rick stops and looks at me, shaking his head.  
  “What is the truth, Kate? I don’t know what you want from me, from your life. 
You live this big lie, and it’s clear to see. Why don’t you just let go of whatever you’re 
holding on to?” 
  He comes closer to me and I stare into his bright green eyes. I try to reach out to 
touch his face but he backs away.  
  “I loved you,” he whispers. 
He turns away and I watch him weave his way through the silent crowds of people.  
  “Molly’s not my daughter!” I scream. “She’s not mine, she’s not Tom’s. I 
abducted her. My daughter is dead. She’s dead. She’s yours, Rick. Molly is your 
daughter.”     
* 
There's a softness to the darkness, the way it folds around me and wraps me up in the 
smooth black, warming my bare skin, comforting me. I fall through it, slowly so slowly, 
that I am sure that I can fly, if only I had somewhere to fly to. The silence is beautiful, it 
fills me up and floats out of me in shallow breaths, simplicity, serenity. I swim upwards 
through it, feeling the gentle breeze of passing time billowing around me. I can feel it 
between my toes. I swim for what feels like days.  
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  The air turns cooler. The darkness fades to violet. And then all of a sudden, I am 
falling, faster, faster down the rabbit hole. I scramble for something to take a hold of but 
there's nothing, just nothingness all around me. Kaleidoscope images of my life flicker 
before my eyes. There's me, tiny, no more than a few months old, cradled in my father's 
arms. My mother pushing me and Sam on swings at a park, I was sure it never happened 
but it seems so clear now. I let out a sigh of relief and all the images and memories pop 
out of my mouth in bubbles bursting all around me. I watch myself dance across the 
hall, my mother laughing, my father clapping, I see Sam, I see little me, shunning him, 
turning away. Then I see us together, my arms looped around him, kissing his forehead. 
I see the time I spend with him, the care I take. I see younger me, standing at his grave, 
then suddenly there's Tom. My heart races. I watch our entire life together in real time. I 
watch him leave. I watch myself growing older with the girl. I see us fight, I see us 
laugh. I see the beautiful woman she becomes. I laugh until tears roll down my face. I 
am old, older than time. And then I realise that Tom isn't there, but it's OK. It's all OK.  
  The colours all blend into one and I spin faster and faster downwards, until I 
lose my breath and I am drowning, drowning in carousel colour. 
     * 
I blink in the bright lights that swarm above me like electric bees. Somewhere around 
me, a furious argument is taking place.  
  “-needs to go to the hospital right now!” 
  “She is not going! They’ll section her for this!” 
  “Maybe if you’d have got her the help she needed in the first place then this 
wouldn’t be happening!” 
  “You don’t know the first thing about our family-” 
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  “I know that you’ve pretended for a long time that she isn’t ill!” 
  “She isn’t ill-” 
  “Oh for God’s sake Helen, the man’s right, it’s just like it was with Greg, you 
won’t hear any of it, just shut up and listen for once-” 
  “She’s waking up!” 
Molly’s deep brown eyes appear in front of me, and I reach out for her but I’m too 
weak, and my arms flop to my sides. My father and Rick take me by the arms and pull 
me up so that I’m sitting on a faded red sofa. We’re in Rick’s flat, I realise. Over the top 
of Molly’s head, I can see the photograph of her and the boy tacked to the wall.  
  “I’m sorry,” I say, to no-one in particular. “I’m sorry. I’ve wanted to tell 
everyone for so long. I’m sorry…” 
They all exchange glances.  
  “I need to speak to my daughter, alone,” says my mother suddenly. My father 
gives me a long, serious look before leaving. 
  “This is my flat!” says Rick. 
  “I need to speak with her,” says my mother, calmly.  
 Rick hesitates. He walks past me, barely looking at me. His eyes are red, I notice. 
Molly moves to go with him but my mother takes her hand.  
  “No, Molly. You need to hear this too.” 
  They kneel on the floor in front of me. I stroke Molly’s hair and run my fingers 
down the length of her face.  
  “I can’t expect you not to hate me after this. It really is unforgivable. But I hope 




 She grips my mother’s hand tightly and they sit, united against me, waiting for the tide 
to crash over them. 


























The next day is the hottest day of summer. I leave the car at home and walk through the 
village. The streets are full of families. Children laughing and pulling at their parents’ 
arms, couples talking excitedly. The sun changes things. Everyone has a buzz about 
them, even me I suppose, despite everything. But no-one holds the same burdens as me. 
Even the lone shoppers and commuters will never be as alone as I am.  
  I wander through the crooked streets and up the hill to the graveyard. It's early 
morning and the procession are making their way out into the pink Sunday morning air 
as I arrive. Old women in wool coats and waterproofs smiling deafly, men in tartan, 
winking and shielding their eyes from the bright sky, a few children, bored, dragging 
their heels. I slip through them, unseen, unheard, like the spirit himself. My feet carry 
me to Tom's grave and for the first time I don't look down on the stone but lie across the 
earth, beside him, with him. I spread my arms out and gaze up at the sky, like I used to 
do when I was a little girl, watching the shapes of the clouds and the pin-prick birds sail 
across the horizon. I used to do this with Anna, Sam tipped back as far as the chair 
would allow, or sometimes on the grass beside us, if we were strong enough. We'd lie 
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out with our arms outstretched, fingers touching, and I'd feel invincible, the world above 
me, around me, under my body.  
  “I’m sorry, Tom.” I say. “I know you’d be disappointed in me, in this mess I’ve 
caused.”  
  I sigh and roll onto my front so I can trace the letters of his name on the stone. “I 
was so scared of being alone that I ruined other people’s lives. But what sort of life have 
I had? I’ve been living a lie for nine years. But now I finally feel like I can breathe.” 
 I take a deep breath and say what I’ve come here to say. 
  “I didn’t think I could live without you, Tom, but I have. And I’ll keep going. 
I’ll keep going because you didn’t get the chance to. I’ll live for our little girl who 
didn’t have a shot a life. I’ll live for my brother, for my uncle, for this little girl in here.” 
I run a hand over my bump, that seems to have grown bigger in the past twenty-four 
hours.  
  “I’ve been so scared of prison but now I think it could be right for me. Look at 
Rick! He came out reformed! They’ll help me in there. I can take up something new. 
Religion. Or wood work. I’ll become a sculptor! And then when I’m done, I’ll move far 
away, somewhere where no-one knows what I’ve done.” 
  “I won’t be coming here as often, Tom. But I think you’d understand. There’ll 
never be a day goes by that I don’t think of you, of us, of that day we laid side by side 
on the beach and watched the sunset, how we said we’d grown old together.” 
 I stand up and gaze down at the plot. “You were the best friend I ever had. I love you, 
Tom.”  
  I walk away and don’t look back.  
I catch a bus to the outskirts of town. The hot air is stifling, and a powerful mix of sweat 
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and rotting fruit, and I’m flattened so my cheek is almost pressed against the glass, but I 
relax and watch the zebra stripes of houses and shops blur past the window. When I get 
off the bus on the country lane, I stop to pick a few wildflowers. I place the flowers 
down by the stone marked with the wrong name.  
  I don’t see the vicar until she’s right beside me.  
  “Lovely day, isn’t it?” she smiles kindly at me.  
 I manage a nod.  
  “A relative of yours?” she asks, placing a hand gently on the stone.  
  “My daughter.” 
  Her kind eyes cloud with sadness but she doesn’t stop smiling. 
  “I’ve seen a man here before, many times.” 
  I nod. “I…I haven’t been the mother I should have been. It’s taken me a long 
time to realise that. I’ve been selfish.” 
  The vicar tilts her head and blinks at me. “Grief manifests itself in many 
different ways. We never know how we will deal with the weight of such a tragedy until 
we are tested.” 
  I shake my head. “Thank you, vicar, but there’s no way back from the errors I’ve 
made.” 
  She lays a hand on my shoulder. “In the Christian faith we believe in 
forgiveness. God loves you, and forgives you, but first you must learn to forgive 
yourself.” 
  It’s only once she leaves that I remember where I’ve seen her before, and marvel 
at how wrong my theories had been. Dead or a prostitute. I was right though, that Anna 










I get off the bus and wander around the shops until they close, and the shop assistant 
politely ushers me through the door. I sit on a bench for a while, watching the last 
shoppers disappear, followed by the retail workers, ducking under the shutters and 
calling to each other. I can’t avoid it any longer. I start my walk home, dreading the 
emptiness of the house that will be my welcoming for the rest of my days, if I’m lucky 
and don’t end up in a cell.  
  Rick’s car is in the drive. He’s probably come with the police. Plain-clothed. 
They’ll jump on me from out of the shadows. He will be a rouse. An extra stab in the 
back. And I deserve it. I open the door and my mother, father, and Molly are sitting at 
the kitchen table. They turn around to look at me as I walk in.  
  I try my best to smile at Molly, even though a lump appears in my throat. I 
thought I’d never see her again. One last glimpse of her.  
  “Hi,” I say weakly.  
  “Hi,” she says.  
  “We got here a while ago,” says my mother. “Where have you been?” 
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  “To see Tom. And my…er…daughter.” 
 I take my coat off and hang it on the pantry door. I feel strangely alien in my own 
house.  
  “I want to talk to my mum,” says Molly suddenly, surprising everyone. 
  “Are you sure?” asks my mother, peering into her eyes.  
 She nods bravely, and I’m struck again by how much she’s grown, the strong woman 
she’s becoming. I follow Molly up the stairs and into her bedroom. It takes everything 
in me not to pull her into a hug. I wait patiently for her to speak, watching the moon 
lurking beyond the gap in the curtains, feeling it observing me, judging me. I hear the 
cars passing beyond and wonder about the passengers, where they're going, where 
they've come from. I try to imagine their faces but they appear to me as horror images, 
no features just skin stretched smooth around their heads. 
  “I think I’ve always known,” she says after a while.  
  “Really?” I ask gently.  
  She shrugs. “I knew something wasn’t right. It all seemed normal until I met my 
friends’ mums and realised they weren’t…like you.” 
  She fiddles with the zip on her hoody.  
  “I thought maybe it was because…you didn’t like me.” 
  “God, Molly, no! Of course I like you, you’re incredible. You’re my daughter! 
I’m sorry that I made you feel that way,” I say. “I’ll never be able to say how sorry I am 
about all of this. I’ve denied you the family and the upbringing that you deserved.  
  It was a moment of madness, when I took you out of that car. I just couldn’t 
leave you there. I wasn’t ready to give up my little girl, you see. And you seemed 
like…like fate, a message. I’ve hated myself for nine years. I wanted to tell someone, to 
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do something, but I was weak, selfish.”  
  I blink back tears. “I always needed you more than you needed me.” 
The cat appears at the door, slinking around the frame and hissing at her as usual, her 
back arching and fangs glowing white in the dusk.  
  “Oh, fuck off,” I say to her, and Molly smiles briefly.  
  “Everything is going to change, isn’t it?” she asks after a while.  
I gaze around the room, at all her old toys, the chair littered with clothes, the drawings 
on the wall. The make-up and new clothes, a terrible idea, worthless in the face of it all. 
I look at my daughter.  
  “Yes,” I say firmly. She whimpers. 
“Look at me,” I say, pulling up her chin so that her wide eyes meet mine. “You stay 
strong, you hear? You can do this. Everything will be OK, you've just got to be brave 
for me, OK?” She shakes her head, the tears running down her nose. “Molly, please,” I 
beg, feeling the tears stab at the back of my own eyes. I swallow them and take a deep 
breath.  
  “I don't want you to go,” she whispers and for the first time I realise that no 
matter what, no matter who she is, this girl is my child and nothing could ever change 
that. I hold her close. We embrace for what feels like hours, but it will never be long 
enough. I stand up. For the second time in my life I have to say goodbye to my 
daughter. I close the door then immediately open it again. “Molly?” 
  “Yes?”  
  “I love you.”  
  “I love you too,” she says. We both smile. It's the first time we've ever said it out 
loud. I shut the door.  
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  I go downstairs. Outside the road is deadly quiet. I stand in my kitchen for the 
last time. I see visions floating around me, me and Tom viewing the house for the first 
time, young, laughing, arm in arm. I see me floating around, heavy bump, grinning at 
Tom pulling faces behind me. I see us arguing, throwing things and then laughing at 
each other and falling into a kiss. I see myself, holding my new-born daughter, showing 
her the snow falling through the window. I see Molly, whizzing around the room, 
banging into the table, laughter swilling through the air. I watch them all buzz and 
collide around me. I treasure them.  
  I walk out into the hall and find my mother and father. After a while I notice that 
my mother is crying. At first small snuffles, the occasional tear and then full-blown 
wails. My father and I exchange anxious looks. My mother crumbles. I watch her 
foundation wipe away leaving the hard lines of her bitter life, the scars of her youth, the 
wounds of grief. Impulsively I grab her to me, holding her tightly against my chest, 
pressing my arms around her. She gazes up at me, meekly, like a child, her eyes full of 
pain. She clings to me like I am the last living thing on earth. 
  “I've failed,” she says softly.  
  I nod. “We all have.” 
 My father takes my hands and looks at me properly, for the first time in years.  
  “Rick’s in the living room.” 
  I try to worm away but he keeps tight hold of me.  
  “You have to talk to him, Kate, you have to face up to this. Come on.” 
My whole body tenses and cramps and I feel sick. Sweat pours down my face and I 
can't breathe, I try to keep still but my legs thrash, and my arms reach out desperately 
for an escape. My parents try to soothe me, but their words fall short. I see them as 
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letters, calibri typeset, falling before my eyes. I try to catch them but my fingers slip 
through them. The door opens behind me. 
  I slowly turn around. There's a man stood there, shrouded by shadows. I don't 
recognise him at first until he takes a step out into the bright light of the hall and I see 
him for what he is, laid bare. His eyes are bright red from tears and he clasps a photo of 
his daughter in his hands as if it is the final piece of truth in the universe, in his 
universe. When I look at Rick there's no malice in his eyes, only fear, hurt, pain.  
  “Do the right thing, for once in your life. Be selfless. You've got a responsibility 
to that girl. To this man. Be the woman I wanted you to be,” whispers my father. “Be 
kind, be honest, be like Sam. He loved you. And so do we. Honour his memory!”  
  My father and I stare at each other. I nod and turn to face my fate.  
  “Wait,” says my mother, reaching for my shoulder. “Here.” She loops the locket 
on its delicate chain around my neck. I run my fingers over the beautiful, ornate pattern. 
She must have found it where I dropped it in the garden. My mother grips my shoulders. 
“Everything went wrong for us from the day I lost it. Wear it. Change the world.” 
  As I walk towards Rick the carpet seems to contort and bend so that I am 
struggling up a steep gradient, struggling to stay upright, clinging to footholds and loose 
rocks that threaten to cast me down down down. The hall seems to stretch hundreds of 
miles into the distance, bending over endless hills like the Great Wall of China. With 
every step I take he seems to get further and further away until he is just a pinprick in 
the distance and I'm not even sure if he's really there. When I finally reach him, I drop 
exhausted at his feet. My ears are filled by the sounds of tears, mine, his, and I feel my 
energy drain out of my body. I sink into the floor, the carpet turning to sponge, 
absorbing me, taking me into the earth. I allow myself to be dragged into the soil, to 
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become one with the elements, to be reborn as something new, pure, better.  
  He kneels beside me and I use my last morsel of strength to pull my head up to 
meet his eyes. I feel it as physical pain, a sharp stabbing through my heart. I scream out 
as it tears through me. He presses his forehead against mine and I feel it, the warmth of 
human touch, the pulsing of his blood, the wet of his sweat and tears mixing into one. 
Our eyelashes flutter together, stuck and clogged with salt. We breath heavily, rank in 
our breaths, hot and dank in our air. We don't speak. There are no words. How can there 
ever be? I realise now that words are useless and that sorry is the worst of them all. He 
takes my hand and I grasp it in mine, our fingers interlocking, bone against bone. One 
day that's all we will be, bones and dust. Maybe that's all we are now, bones and dust 
dressed up in fine skins to be paraded as complex beings, burdened with emotions and 
love and sin, wanting, craving, an end. I open my eyes and try to see Tom or Sam but all 
I see is us, my parents in the hall, Molly hanging over the bannister, everyone packed 
into my little white house with the overgrown garden and the crab apple tree and all its 
spurned goods, spewed rotten across the grass. I look into his eyes and see myself 
reflected, too pale, too thin, too angular but alive, and smiling. The moon bursts from 
the clouds through the window and we flinch from its light together, closing our eyes 
against its glare. I close my eyes and focus, until all I can hear are our hearts spitting out 
blood and our bodies digesting and breathing and dying. I listen to the song of our souls. 
It's not beautiful or poetic or classical, there's no violins and harps. It is nails on a chalk 
board, it is car breaks screeching, it is the screams of pain and sex, it is blood bursting 
across the rocks. I listen to this song until I feel strong enough, and then I raise up, 











Rick takes the image out of his pocket again and smiles, waving it at me. A silver 
silhouette against a backdrop of absolute black. He loops an arm around my waist as he 
helps me out of the car. 
  “A girl!” he says. “I can’t believe we’re having a girl!” I don’t say anything. I 
run a hand over my bump. It feels different this time. I will make things different. For 
her.  
  “A second chance,” says Rick, as if reading my mind. We smile sadly at each 
other, pausing outside my front door to wrap our arms around each other for a moment, 
our foreheads pressed together, looking down at our future. 
  I put the key in the lock but the door pushes open before I can turn it. I grin at 
Rick. Molly must be home. I can’t wait to tell her. 
  “Molly?” I call out, as I pace through the kitchen and into the hall. I follow the 
light towards the living room. Rick follows, still grinning, his hands around my waist. I 
smile back at him and we step forwards into the living room together.  




  They’re standing at the window with their backs to me. Two identical women 
with long dark hair that flows down their backs in waves. My handbag slips down my 
shoulder and lands with a crash at my feet. The women jump and turn at the same time. 
I look into the eyes of my nightmares. She puts her arms around Molly protectively. I 
know instantly who she is.  
  Rick moves forward suddenly as if he’ll go to her, then changes his mind.  
  “Zoe?” he says, incredulously. I feel my stomach knot and twist, a wave of 
nausea passes over me and I try to do something, anything, but I am rooted to the spot.  
  The woman pulls Molly closer towards her.  
  “How could you keep this from me, Richard?” she whispers, spitting his name 
as if it is poison in her mouth.  
  “Come here,” I mouth to Molly. She doesn’t move. She fiddles with her jumper, 
pulling nervously at the sleeves. She’s wearing make-up, I notice. My eyeshadow.  
  “It’s…it’s…been a long time, Zoe…I just didn’t know…” 
  “Oh give over, Richard, what were you going to say? It had been too long, you 
didn’t know what to do, you didn’t think to tell me that my only child was still alive?!” 
She sweeps towards him, releasing her grip on my daughter. The woman has a quiet, 
stern authority that surprises me. She has the ambiance of a headmistress: Cold and 
calculating. Beautiful, yet severe. Unlovable. barren. Not a mother.  
  “Come here,” I whisper again to Molly, but she avoids my eyes.  
  “What is it then?” Zoe thunders at Rick, “You didn’t think to tell me that our 
daughter had been stolen by this…this psychopath? Why is that, Rick? Because you’d 
shacked up with her! Jesus Christ, I thought you’d sunk to your lowest when you got in 
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that car drunk!” 
  It’s the first time I’ve seen Rick even remotely angry. His fists clench as he steps 
towards her. 
   “You didn’t deserve to fucking know, you gave up on our family a long time 
before the accident. Don’t you dare lecture me on that! I was loyal to you!” 
  “I didn’t deserve to know?!” The woman screams, her face almost violet. “Why 
do you deserve her? You nearly fucking killed her! You got in that car! You ruined our 
lives!” 
  Rick weakens. Deep inside, our girl knows what’s happening. She kicks out hard 
and I wince. Everyone looks at me. Zoe seems to suddenly remember me. She rounds 
on me but Rick grabs her roughly by the shoulder. Molly peers nervously between her 
fingers. Painted baby pink. Who taught her how to do that? I frown at her over Zoe’s 
shoulder. 
  “I should kill you,” Zoe spits, through clenched teeth, her finger jabbing in my 
face, “I should rip that baby out of you so you can feel what it’s like…what it’s like to 
lose a child…” 
  “I lost my daughter too-” I say quietly. 
  “But why did you have to take mine?!” She is sobbing now, her whole body 
sags and she flops to the floor, repeating her words over and over. I look at Rick. He 
shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair.  
  “How did she find us?” he hisses.  
  Before I can answer, Molly steps forward, head down. “I asked her to come,” 
she says quietly. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to…to see what she was like.”  




  “What?!” Rick goes over to her and puts his hands on her shoulders. “Molly, 
why…how-” 
  “It’s Lily!” says Zoe, pulling herself up slowly with the frailty of a woman 
double her age. “I named her Lily after my mother.”  
  “She’s been Molly all her life,” I say gently, “It wouldn’t be fair to-”  
  “You don’t get to make the decisions anymore!” she yells, leaning against the 
sideboard, her hand clutching her side. “You are lucky you’re not rotting in a cell 
already! I should have the police here putting you in cuffs! It’s only because Lily 
wouldn’t let me…” 
  I glance up at Molly and her lip wobbles. My eyes well with tears. Tears of fear. 
Tears of pride. 
  “I’m sorry…” she begins, “I don’t want to get you in trouble, I swear, Mum. I 
just wanted to-” 
  “Hush, there there,” coos Zoe, rushing to Molly and smothering her in her arms. 
“You don’t need to answer to her anymore, there’s no need to be scared-”  
  “She isn’t scared of me,” I thunder. “We’re happy-”   
  “Happy! How could my daughter be happy here? Look at you two! Two freaks 
together. A lousy, waste-of-space drunk, and a crazy, baby-hating bitch. That’s right, I 
know everything!” She snarls at me triumphantly. Molly buries her face in her hands. 
   “You’ll forget about her once that one is born. She’ll be pushed out. She’s not 
yours! She’ll ruin your new little family!” 




  Zoe turns to her, taking her hands.  
  “This woman took you away from me. I am your mother. Your real mother. I 
carried you for nine long months and I’ve carried you for the past nine years, in here.” 
She places a hand over her heart. “Come live with me. We can be a real family, just you 
and me.” 
  Molly doesn’t say anything, shuffling her feet and looking down at the marks 
that her trainers are leaving in the pile.  
  “Molly,” I say, breathlessly. “I know I did a terrible thing-” 
  Zoe snorts. “A terrible thing! Look at you, you have no remorse, at all. You’re 
just sorry you got caught. You selfish, greedy, heartless…” 
   She grips her chest, breathing hard. She coughs and splutters. Out of the corner 
of my eye, I see my mother appear in the hall. I must have left the front door open. Her 
eyes narrow when she sees Zoe. She gives me a strange look and disappears from sight 
so quickly, that I’m not convinced she was even there. I’m not sure how much she’s 
heard.  
  “-you…you ought to be on your knees, begging me for forgiveness, begging her 
for forgiveness,” Zoe wheezes, stumbling and crashing to the ground. Molly and Rick 
move instinctively towards her. Beads of sweat roll down her pale face and she tugs at 
her collar. I fall to my knees in front of her and take her by the hand.  
  “I’m so sorry for what I’ve done to you, to your family. I never meant for this. I 
never planned it. I don’t know what I can say to make it better, other than that I have 
tried so hard to be a good mother, and she is a beautiful, intelligent young woman who I 
am so very proud of.” I smile up at Molly, through my tears. She smiles back at me, and 
I know, that nothing else matters. We won’t be parted.  
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  Zoe turns to look up at her too and despite everything a sad smile spreads across 
her face. “You are so beautiful,” she says to Molly. The smile quickly falls away and 
she chokes, her hands reaching desperately at her own throat. She falls backwards, blue 
fingernails clawing at her shirt. 
  “Zoe?!” shouts Rick, bending down beside her. She frantically pulls at her chest, 
her face draining of colour. Molly stares with horror. I can’t think. The room spins.  
   “Molly…” I whisper. She doesn’t look at me, her eyes fixated on Zoe.  
“Molly!” I shout, more urgently, “an ambulance. Call an ambulance quickly!” She 
stumbles across the room, falling into the wall, her eyes never leaving Zoe who writhes 
across the floor. She disappears into the kitchen. 
  Rick shakes Zoe desperately. “Where’s your inhaler, Zoe?”  
  She tries to speak but her purple lips move only to allow great rasps of air to 
escape. 
  I try to think straight. “Recovery position,” I manage to say, but try as we might, 
she won’t stay still and fights against us, her hands flying out wildly, her elbows and 
knees crashing into us.  
  “The house phone won’t work,” shouts Molly tearfully from the kitchen. 
  “My mobile, then!” I shout. “In my bag!” 
  I hear her unzip my handbag, hear the crash of loose change as my purse hits the 
wood.  
  “Come on, come on, Zoe!” says Rick, under his breath. We skim the room for 
her inhaler, but she mustn’t have brought a bag. 
   Her eyes are squeezed shut. Her legs begin to slow their forceful kicking and 
her breath catches in her throat.  
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  Silence. 
  “It isn’t here!” screams Molly.  
  Zoe stops moving. 
  I look at Rick and he stares back at me across the dying light of the late 
afternoon. Everything is lit up orange. He reaches his hand around to the back pocket of 
his jeans, where I know he keeps his mobile phone. We stare at each other. He nods and 
takes his hand slowly away.  
       * 
A week later, I call an engineer to the house to look at the landline, which is still not 
working. He puts his ear to the receiver and frowns, his grey moustache wrinkling. He 
traces the cord to under the lino and pulls it back easily. He peers underneath then looks 
up at me with narrowed eyes.  
  “What is it?” I ask.  
 He pulls out the loose wire, unplugged from the wall.    
      * 
I call at my mother’s after the funeral. We haven’t spoken in weeks. She purses her lips 
over the rim of her cup of camomile tea.  
  “You’ll be wanting this back, I suppose,” she says, pulling out my mobile phone 
from behind the cushion and eyeing me warily.  
  I gape at her. 
  “Where-”  
  She shakes her head, and I have a fleeting vision of her walnut eyes watching us 
from my hallway, watching the terror unfold in front of her.  
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  She takes a sip of tea and calmly leans forward.  
  “You’ve changed and so have I. I can’t make up for lost time but I can fix the 
future.” Her eyes darken and she smiles. “I’d do anything for you and Molly. And the 
baby,” She raises her eyebrows and the locket around her neck glimmers. “Anything.” 
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For thousands of years, mothers have been both revered and supressed, 
elevated on platforms above childless women and famed for their benevolence 
and omnipotence. Motherhood has been a rich source of material for literary, 
psychological and social studies over recent years. Much of the literary theory 
surrounding motherhood has arisen as a response to key works of feminist 
thought including works by Simone de Beauvoir and Adrienne Rich. In 
contemporary society, the ideas, morals and methods of motherhood have 
sparked debate and intrigue, and this exegesis will explore the theories of many 
of these modern thinkers including Orna Donath, Kate Orton-Johnson, Sarah 
LaChance Adams and Tatjana Takseva.  
The image of the ‘good mother’ has become a stock character in our society, 
and so consuming is the stereotype that it haunts women who do not conform to 
its exhaustive conditions. Speaking of the stifling conditions of modern 
motherhood, Tatjana Takševa claims: ‘the ideologies represent mother love as 
unproblematically selfless, unconditional, and a source of continuous joy’ (2017, 
p.152). Ambivalence towards one’s own children is still as much of a taboo 
today as it was one hundred years ago, and mothers of all ages find themselves 
plagued by literature, TV, film and advertisements that promote an image of a 
self-sacrificial, eternally-gregarious, and all-round ‘perfect’ mother, who not only 
delights in her children, but thrives in the loss of her independent identity. In 
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Mad Mothers, Bad Mothers and What a Good Mother Would Do (2014) Sarah 
LaChance Adams claims: 
When the issue of maternal ambivalence arises, an immediate question 
that many people pose is “What is the cause of maternal ambivalence?” 
In both popular culture and scholarly work, maternal rage is frequently 
considered either a result of postpartum hormones, the product of a more 
pervasive pathology, or the consequence of living in a racist, 
heterosexist, and classist patriarchy that idealizes the nuclear family 
(2014, p.14). 
The fear of not conforming to the consuming and suffocating image of the ‘good 
mother’ leaves women unable to express their true, mixed emotions about 
motherhood, or experiencing guilt at feeling anything other than constant delight 
in their child. In Regretting Motherhood (2017), Orna Donath says: 
No matter which country we look at, women are giving birth and raising 
children while so many of them are facing tremendous hardships in 
relation to motherhood – and at the same time, regret is rarely spoken of 
(2017, p.xiv). 
This exegesis will examine possibilities for female characters in contemporary 
novels, with particular emphasis on the positions of mothers and female 
survivors of trauma. Through critical and reflective engagement with 
contemporary fiction and theory, this exegesis will consider the changing face of 
motherhood, considering possibilities for women with children to be more than 
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just mothers, to be something other than good mothers and to even be bad 
mothers.  
Considering the psychological effects of such social pressures, it is hardly 
surprising that women lead the statistics for mental health conditions in the UK. 
Some of the most common mental disorders (CMDs) include Depression, 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), Panic Disorder, Social Anxiety Disorder, 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder 
(OCD) (NICE, 2017).  It is estimated that between 10 and 15 women in every 
100 mothers suffer from Postnatal Depression, a depressive condition which 
can, in extreme cases, develop into the severe illness, Postpartum Psychosis 
(RCPsych, 2017). Despite an increase in awareness surrounding maternal 
mental health conditions, they are still considered to be a taboo within western 
communities, leading to a fear of ostracization and isolation. Trauma novels 
explore the underlying fears and effects of previous traumatic experiences 
which are reignited by stimulus in the character’s present life. According to 
Sonya Andermahr, ‘the so-called trauma plot revolves around a delayed central 
secret whose revelation then retrospectively rewrites the narrative’ (2013, p.15). 
Within these novels, trauma is often intergenerational, passed from mother to 
daughter and aligned with family values and perceptions.  
The oppression of women through the use of archaic and unachievable 
stereotypes is ingrained into our culture, and is being explored in the 
contemporary genre, chick noir. Dealing with women, mothers, and wives who 
are marginalised within the domestic sphere, chick noir novels often depict a 
journey from repression to power. Borrowing tropes from the domestic thriller, 
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the female protagonists of such novels find themselves trapped by 
circumstance, financially dependent on their husbands, and defined by their 
physicality. Often the victims of infidelity or divorce, the women of chick noir 
gain independence and strength by breaking the stereotypes they have been 
bound by their entire lives, exploring the darkest crevices of their personalities. 
These novels push the boundaries of genre and narrative voice to create an 
unsettling, and isolating narrative of change. The sinister and dark undertones 
of such novels allow them to intertwine with the gothic genre, and my novel 
delights in ghostly apparitions, scenes of mental and physical torture and 
hallucinatory visions that allow me to fully explore the nature of trauma through 
a dramatic and equally terrifying genre. My novel, The Gaps Between, explores 
stereotypes of female gender roles and the ominous potential both latent and 
active within them. My novel depicts a strained, desperately loving, and 
damagingly close relationship between the protagonist, Kate, and the girl she 
has abducted. Ambivalence has shaped the tenuous relationship, and there is a 
constant battle between Kate’s drive to be a ‘good’ mother and her failure to 
meet (and a desire to escape from) the conditions of the stereotype that our 
society imposes.  
In this exegesis, I explore how my research into maternal ambivalence, 
traditional and non-traditional mother and daughter relationships, trauma theory 
and the chick noir novel has enriched the creative process and allowed me to 
create an engaging and empowering narrative of resilience and strength 
through adversity, unpacking the traumatic effects of the loss of a loved one, 
and the complex and critical bond between mother and daughter that is tainted 
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The Gaps Between engages with multiple literary and dramatic genres including 
chick noir, the gothic, and horror, enticing the reader through the familiar and 
recognised fears of motherhood that are then catalysed through gothic and 
horror tropes. The rise of the chick noir novel coincided with the release of 
Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl in 2012 and it has since become a controversial genre, 
celebrated for its exploration of the taboo horrors of the domestic sphere and 
shunned for its degrading label of ‘chick’. Challenging traditional gender roles 
and expectations of marital bliss, Gone Girl received commendation for the 
portrayal of the twisted and damaging relationship of Amy and Nick Dunne. 
Since the release of Gone Girl, there has been an increase of interest in 
psychological thrillers exposing and exploring the damaging effects of society’s 
expectations of the family unit. ‘As noted by the journalists who have discussed 
the genre, chick noir novels are crime thrillers that usually focus on women and 
feature plots that revolve around relationships gone sour’ (2017, p.20) claims 
Victoria Kennedy in ‘“Chick Noir”: Shopaholic Meets Double Indemnity’ (2017). 
Kennedy goes on to say that: ‘chick noir novels position themselves between 
the genres of chick lit and noir crime fiction’ (2017, p.34) blending aspects of 
both genres to achieve a haunting look at perceptions of marriage, gender and 
the domestic sphere in the western world.  
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Lucie Whitehouse, author of Before We Met (2014), claims in an interview with 
The Telegraph: ‘I’d define ‘chick noir’ as psychological thrillers that explore the 
fears and anxieties experienced by many women’ (Stock, 16 Jan 2014). She 
goes on to say: ‘They deal in the dark side of relationships, intimate danger, the 
idea that you can never really know your husband or partner or that your home 
and relationship is threatened. In these books, danger sleeps next to you. 
Marriage is catnip for writers of psychological suspense because it’s such a 
private intimate relationship’ (Stock, 16 Jan 2014). Chick noir novels often 
highlight the strength of women protagonists in challenging familial situations, 
dealing with manipulation, infidelity and crime. In an Independent post, writer 
Rebecca Whitney says: 
Many of these newer protagonists are in control of their own destiny, 
even if that destiny is not pleasant, and the novels deal with more than 
just the damaged relationship, exploring as well the notion of a sinister 
presence entering the heart of the home – the place to where we retreat, 
where we expect to feel most safe and loved – and setting off an 
emotional bomb. More often than not the instigator of this event, if not the 
women [sic] herself, is old junk from her past; secrets from which she has 
been hiding or attempting to control (Whitney, 13 Jan 2015). 
The ‘sinister presence’ (13 Jan 2015) in the house takes many forms in these 
novels, ranging from violent partners, to unfaithful husbands, to the foreboding 
of uncertainty in one’s relationship. As Whitney explores, ‘these newer 
protagonists are in control of their own destiny’ (13 Jan 2015), often gaining 
awareness of their situation and acting or manipulating the events that follow. 
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As described in an article by the Evening Standard: ‘these are thrillers thrown 
into the domestic sphere, tales of intimate betrayal and mistrust’ (Evening 
Standard Reporters, 2014), and the turbulent terrain of marriage has proven a 
popular choice with writers of the genre.  
Many writers and critics have highlighted the use of the world ‘chick’ as a 
diminutive term, restricting such novels to purely female audiences, or implying 
less ‘important’ or light-hearted content. This has led to the creation of a new 
term, domestic noir.  In a similar way, domestic noir encompasses the familiar 
traits of the chick noir genre whilst favouring a more traditional narrative 
approach. Whether these two terms are synonymous or pertain to different, 
emerging genres is yet to be fully explored in current literary criticism, yet 
writers of the genre(s) have offered possible definitions and distinctions. 
According to Emma V. Miller, ‘the fictional world of domestic noir may be largely 
confined to the homestead, bookended by embossed wallpaper, pebble dashing 
and stone cladding, upholstered with the intimacies of the marital bed, the 
secrets whispered behind drawn curtains and the evidence embedded in the 
carpet fibres, but there is nothing domestic, small or intimate about the 
commercial value of this subgenre of crime fiction’ (2018, p.89). Certainly, a rise 
in popularity has propelled the success of the genre, but has also uncovered 
questions about gender and power that remain unanswered in today’s society. 
In an article for The National, Ben East poses the question ‘domestic noir is 
having a “moment” – but what exactly is it?’ (15 Aug 16). A great deal of literary 
interest has surrounded the dark and complex genre of domestic noir fiction that 
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has intrigued readers, writers and critics alike. According to Declan Burke, ‘the 
central appeal of domestic noir, of course, is that it explores the terrifying 
prospect of the person who is supposed to be your nearest and dearest being 
unmasked as your worst enemy – an enemy, more often than not, with murder 
on their mind’ (20 May 17).  
Borrowing themes from its sister genre, the domestic thriller, domestic noir 
distinguishes itself through plots tinged by violence, manipulation, infidelity and 
the unknown – often at the hands of the female protagonist. Fiona Peters claims 
that ‘it could be argued that control in all its forms is a central element of 
domestic noir: thwarted desire to escape the control of others while conversely 
exerting one’s own control over them’ (2018, p.14). In Domestic Noir: The New 
Face of 21st Century Crime Fiction, Laura Joyce suggests that ‘domestic noir is 
a capacious, flexible category that encompasses realist writing about domestic 
violence, intersectional feminism, religion, mental illness, and women’s rights 
but that can include fantastic and supernatural storylines’ (2018, p.3) and it is 
these ‘fantastic and supernatural’ elements that allow maternal ambivalence to 
be explored, challenged and unravelled in The Gaps Between. 
Writer Emma Chapman believes that ‘domestic thrillers, in the same way that 
horror films do, allow us to imagine our worst fears – of something dark entering 
our lives’ (15 Aug 16). Domestic noir teases our morbid fascination with the 
unknown, the same twisted curiosity we feel when watching horror films, as 
Chapman discusses, and even real-life news stories of betrayal, murder, gore 
and despair. Sally Williamson claims that ‘readers need to feel as though they 
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could be in the same situation as the characters and this is what makes 
domestic thrillers so scary and compelling’ (15 Aug 16). 
The Gaps Between finds itself nestled within the genre of chick noir fiction whilst 
borrowing motifs from both the domestic thriller and the gothic novel. Discussing 
the height of the gothic, Manuel Aguirre claims that it turned out ‘to be a daringly 
experimental genre’ (2017, p.295). Borrowing tropes from the romantic novel, 
blended with historical allegory, the gothic novel sparked controversy due to its 
depictions of the supernatural and presentation of a female heroine. The Gaps 
Between is itself a daring and experimental novel, toying with preconceived 
ideals of gender, motherhood, and trauma. Kate is arguably an unlikable 
narrator, not to mention an unreliable narrator, with a chilling and sometimes 
isolating narrative voice. The Gaps Between is steeped in allegory and 
ambiguity, borrowing heavily from Christianity and myth. Aguirre goes on to say: 
‘Gothic writer are indebted to folklore’ (2017, p.295), often drawing inspiration 
from myths of mysteries, horrifying creatures, quests and morality. Not unlike 
my own novel, gothic fiction presents wild and desolate landscapes interlaced 
with the intricacies and wilderness of a historical backdrop. Such novels often 
present a woman haunted by a physical or metaphorical manifestation of fear, 
often personifying fear as a very real and very present villain, in the form of a 
terrifying creature, or a manipulative and foreboding partner.  
Royce Mahawatte identifies key themes of gothic literature, referring to ‘its 
sensitivity towards depicting masculine and feminine experience; its concerns 
with desires, selfhood and interiority’ (2013, p.5). Indeed, The Gaps Between is 
an increasingly psychological novel, concerning itself primarily with a mother’s 
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struggle with ambivalence in the shadow of grief. Kate’s grief often manifests 
itself in terrifying visions, and the novel is interwoven with dream sequences 
and glimpses of memories and fantasies. Grief is a physical barrier and the 
image of her lost brother Sam who reappears in moments of chaos and clarity is 
a corporeal return of the repressed memories that Kate has struggled against 
for decades. Reignited by a further traumatic experience (Tom’s death) and the 
mirrored generational maternal ambivalence that seems incorporated into the 
family circle, Kate becomes obsessed by feelings of vulnerability and exposure, 
that she must fight in order to protect herself, and in time Molly, from the horrors 
around them, and more significantly, inside them. In this way, her struggle for 
identity amidst a terrifying landscape that exists on both a mental and physical 
level becomes a gothic journey of change for Kate.   
Identifying tropes of the gothic genre that are interwoven in the horror genre, 
Paula Quigley discusses the return of repressed feelings of ambivalence 
towards motherhood in her essay on the film The Babadook. Quigley states: 
‘The Babadook recalibrates existing generic conventions [and] challenges 
deeply embedded social and cinematic expectations around the maternal 
relationship’ (2016, p.58). Exploring a mother’s struggle to cope with her son’s 
demanding and unconventional behaviour following her husband’s death, The 
Babadook explores the notion of maternal ambivalence through dramatic 
spectacle, turning the taboo of maternal violence into a terrifying and murderous 
creature that has infiltrated the home.  
Quigley goes on to say: ‘the heroine’s relationship to the house is of course a 
crucial aspect of the gothic scenario. The house maps her fears and anxieties; 
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her relationship to its forbidden spaces arguably literalises her own relationship 
to those aspects of herself that are similarly hidden from consciousness’ (2016, 
p.69).  
In true chick noir-style, my novel creates suspense and tension by presenting 
the home as central to the novel, as a place that Kate both detests and adores. 
Kate is able to disguise the true nature of her feelings towards Molly through the 
use of a mainly secluded setting. The home is a significant setting in The Gaps 
Between with most of the scenes playing out in the distinctly different homes of 
Kate, Helen and Rick. Kate’s house is bound up in her feelings about Tom; it 
was something they created together which, unlike their child, filled them both 
with positivity and hope for the future. Kate’s home is a fortress. Isolated from 
the main town, she is protected by the nature around her, the same solace she 
sought as a child. In contrast, Helen’s home is steeped in history and tradition, 
and has become a prison, a ‘curse’. The cold and isolating style of the large, 
grand house has seeped through the walls and into the family, creating a circle 
of failings, inadequate relationships and sorrow. Sam’s untouched bedroom 
marks Helen’s failure to embrace change, just as she is unable to love her 
daughter following the accident and unable to escape the grasp of family 
expectations that she is haunted by despite her own parents’ deaths long ago. 
Back at Kate’s house, Molly’s room is instantly infiltrated by a ‘new’ child, and 
grows and adapts around her, marking Kate’s desperate need for change, and 
a second chance. Rick’s dank and lonely flat has been splashed with colour and 
decoration, as he seeks a way forward from the despair of his past, with his 
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collection of photographs on the wall marking his strength and acceptance of 
the past. 
In Maternal Horror Film: Melodrama and Motherhood, Sarah Arnold says: 
Western horror cinema…shows the family as being destroyed or 
attacked from within: within the family home or within the family unit itself 
(by mother, father or child). Yet in a strange way, the mother is structured 
as either antagonist or protector because she holds the family together. 
Her desire to maintain a hold on her child is at times horrific, at times 
melodramatic (2013, p.181). 
The mother is the key figure both within the family unit and the physical 
domestic home, and it is her transgression that leads to the breakdown of the 
family, creating a sense of terror at the destruction of maternal bonds and the 
western ideology of the home. 
The themes of terror and fear so often located within the gothic horror genre are 
present in both The Gaps Between and The Babadook. Quigley discusses: ‘as 
Amelia’s mask of maternal self-sacrifice begins to slip, the conventions of the 
horror genre provide a vocabulary capable of articulating the ‘real’ feelings 
beneath Amelia’s façade. Amelia becomes wildly abusive and violent’ (2016, 
p.70). Manipulating themes of the gothic and horror genres allowed me to 
explore an alternate vision of maternal ambivalences and Kate’s experience as 
a struggling mother by creating a ‘real’ presence of fear, despair and foreboding 
in the home. Just as Amelia’s feelings of maternal rage are personified in The 
Babadook, Kate’s feelings towards Molly are tangible, inciting violence and 
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strong feelings of devotion. The magpie acts as a moralistic albeit cruel figure in 
the novel, a constant reminder of her ‘betrayal’ of Sam and a figurative 
representation of her choice to take that which was not hers.  
Sarah Arnold claims: ‘the [horror] genre is increasingly being used to explore 
maternal desires and conflicts rather than infantile ones’ (2013, p.70), sparking 
a new interest in perceptions of motherhood. In this way, the use of a 
heightened and stylised genre for my novel rather than a straightforward realist 
style allowed me to explore the psychology of ambivalence whilst challenging 
stereotypes and stigmas and adding to the contemporary conversation on 
motherhood. 
The trope of the tormented and mentally ill mother, and the fractured 
relationship between husband and wife is continued in Before I go to Sleep 
(2012) by S.J Watson. The reader is presented with the limited and unreliable 
narration of the protagonist Christine, who is unable to retain memories for 
longer than 24 hours and must rely on the stories she is told by her husband, 
Ben. This isolating narrative voice increases suspense as the reader is just as 
vulnerable as Christine, and must work alongside her to unpick the secrets and 
lies that have become her reality. Misguided judgement is a clear trope of the 
chick noir genre, as well as the metamorphosis from manipulated to 
manipulator, which is portrayed in many of these works. As the novel 
progresses it becomes apparent that Ben’s version of her past does not 
coincide with the reports of others and as Christine receives medical treatment 
for her condition, she uncovers memories that lead her to believe she is in 
significant danger. Exposing the falsehoods of family life, Rachel, from The Girl 
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on the Train, is convinced that the couple she watches from the train are the 
very image of maternal bliss, but really the truth is far from that and further 
exposes the modern dependency on image rather than substance. Again, 
Rachel’s narrative style is unreliable as she relies heavily upon dreams and 
ambitions that cloud her perceptions of others.  
In The Silent Wife (2013) by the late A.S.A Harrison, Jodi’s world is threatened 
by a ground-breaking ‘earthquake’ threatening to burst through the beautiful life 
of middle-class bliss she has maintained and nurtured for the past twenty years. 
This earthquake, in the form of a younger woman, threatens to leave Jodi weak, 
vulnerable and exposed, and unlike her husband’s former lovers, this new lover 
is visible and unashamed in her desire to break apart their relationship. What 
Jodi misses more than Todd is the idea of him, of the structure and routine he 
brought to her life. Todd fills the role of surrogate child easily, and Jodi was 
contented in nurturing his emotional, childish and wayward temperament. 
Losing her home, however, is something she cannot and will not comprehend, 
leading her to seek a terrible deal to ensure her future stability forever. The 
Silent Wife is another novel concerned with the power and significance of the 
domestic, and a repeated idea is that of the house as central to the family 
structure and representing stability, future and life.  
In an article from the Independent dated 18th September 2015, Sophia Martelli 
offers a distinction between the classification of the domestic thriller and chick 
noir. Discussing a range of contemporary novels, Martelli claims:  
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While all these domestic thrillers dabble in the dark side of chick lit, if 
they're attempting to be "chick noir", these writers may have missed a 
memo: their protagonists have not embraced their dark sides with a 
cackle like Amy Dunne, not to mention her creator, cleverly did. Their 
tone is earnest, the characters striving for likeability; although some 
heroines (notably Daly's and Macmillan's) succeed in being more 
complex, to page-turning effect (Martelli, 2015). 
Martelli claims that an identifying factor of a chick noir novel is the ‘dark side’ of 
the protagonist. She goes on to claim that in domestic thrillers, the lead 
characters are ‘striving for likeability’ and thus failing to find accord in the noir 
genre. I find issue with this statement, which seems to suggest that all 
protagonists of chick noir novels are contented in the ‘dark’ aspects of their 
personality, when many find themselves conflicted and attempting to supress 
their flaws. At a crime writing conference in Harrogate, Shari Lapena, author of 
The Couple Next Door (2017), said: “I don’t consider my characters [to be] 
monsters at all” (Lapena, 21st July 2017), despite one of her lead characters, 
Marco, organising a fake kidnapping plot which puts his baby daughter’s life in 
serious danger. In The Girl On The Train by Paula Hawkins, Rachel 
acknowledges her alcoholism and the damaging effect it has on her actions. 
She feels guilt and revulsion following her alcohol-fuelled outbursts, and seems 
to fear her drunken Hyde-esque alter ego rather than embrace it. In Before I go 
to Sleep, it could be argued that Christine Lucas (in her current, amnesiac form) 
does not have a dark side, other than the falsehoods of betrayal that ‘Ben’ puts 
in her mind. Whilst not exactly striving for likeability, the reader is certainly 
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sympathetic to Christine’s case and at the end of the novel we see her rise up 
as a heroine overcoming the control of her captor. Whilst Gone Girl’s Amy 
Dunne may seem to revel in her revenge, it at first appears to be an extreme 
reaction to years of psychological abuse at the hands of her husband and not 
just pure, unadulterated cruelty. But as the novel progresses, Amy’s lack of 
conscience becomes isolating and the lack of a distinctive moral compass 
creates a void between character and reader. 
When creating the character of Kate in The Gaps Between, there was a clear 
element of danger in making such an unlikeable and challenging character with 
a narrative voice that could isolate the reader. The reader had to be able to find 
a fragment of humanity to which to cling, and I believe I have been successful in 
making her an anti-hero. Kate is without doubt a flawed individual. She is cruel, 
and tortures those closest to her both physically and mentally. She is cold, 
venomous, scathing and bitter, she is fearful, emotional and desperate, but she 
is also a mother that would do anything to protect her child, a woman who has 
been denied love, and a damaged child who never grew up. Kate has lost 
everyone she has ever loved, and the result of this trauma has shattered her 
self-confidence, independence and kindness, all traits that we see her regain as 
the novel moves forward. As she says: ‘Even monsters have hearts’ (106). As a 
woman defined by the actions of the male characters in the novel, it is only once 
she breaks free of them and chooses her own path that she is able to find 
strength and fulfilment.  
‘The rise of chick noir suggests a heightening of social unease about women, 
their careers, their reproductive choices, their material wealth, and their 
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relationships’ argues Kennedy (2017, p.34), and it is clear to see that 
contemporary issues of gender have found a place in the genre of chick noir, a 
place to explore and challenge stereotypes and stigmas, and to expose the 
sometimes haunting truths that lie behind closed doors. A common theme of 
chick noir novels is negative female body image perceptions. In The Girl on The 
Train, Rachel is frequently verbally abused by men who insult her based on her 
physicality: ‘He laughs. ‘A relationship with you! Jesus, I asked her, have you 
seen what my wife looked like? Standards haven’t fallen that fast’’ (Hawkins, 
2015, p.245). 
Later on in the novel, Rachel is faced with another attack on her image: 
He shrugs. ‘Do you have any idea how boring you became, Rachel? How 
ugly? Too sad to get out of bed in the morning, too tired to take a shower 
or wash your fucking hair?’ (Hawkins, 2015, p.294).  
Rachel is judged entirely by the loss of her idealised body image when she 
becomes depressed after failing to conceive. Her weight gain and the physical 
effects of her alcoholism are used as weapons against her and she is left in a 
position of powerlessness, with the power remaining with the ‘more beautiful’ 
women in the novel, Megan and Anna. Similarly, in The Couple Next Door, 
Anne is obsessed by her own post-baby weight gain and feels powerless to 
stop another woman making a move on her husband: 
But watching Cynthia drape herself over Marco, Anne’s husband, Anne is 
becoming more and more anxious and upset. She is still more than 
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twenty pounds overweight from her pregnancy, six months after having 
the baby (Lapena, 2017, p.2-3). 
In The Silent Wife, there is an unspoken tension surrounding the ages of the 
women competing for Todd’s love. Jodi, Todd’s wife, is dealt the blow of losing 
her husband to a much younger woman, and her vitality and fertility are traits 
Jodi cannot match. In Before I Go to Sleep, Christine awakes every morning 
with no recent memory, and is repeatedly mortified by the discovery of her own 
aged body. She feels ashamed and inadequate when speaking with the young, 
male doctor who is assisting her with her condition. In 2016, Dove 
commissioned a global survey to discover how women and girls across the 
world viewed their bodies. The report ‘revealed that the effects of low body 
confidence on women and girls are significant, damaging and truly global in 
their impact’ (Nathan-Tilloy, et al. 2016, p.4).1 The report revealed shocking 
statistics that showed that women and girls across the world tend to have a 
negative view of their bodies, and have on occasions, avoided certain activities 
and social events due to low self-esteem. ‘6 in 10 women agree that in today’s 
society it is critical to meet certain beauty standards’ (Nathan-Tilloy, et al. 2016, 
p.17) claims the report, going on to say that ‘7 in 10 women and girls believe 
women who are beautiful have greater opportunities in life’ (Nathan-Tilloy, et al. 
2016, p.17). 
In The Gaps Between, Kate feels uneasy around Smith, who she sees as much 
younger and more attractive than her: 
                                                          
1 The Dove Global Beauty and Confidence Report Commissioned by Dove 2016. This survey consisted of 
a questionnaire that was completed by 6,000 women (18-64) and 4,500 girls (10-17) across 12 counties 
(UK, USA, Germany, Russia, Turkey, Canada, Mexico, India, South Africa, China, Japan and Australia). 
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I notice that a group of teenage girls are whispering and giggling, looking 
our way and at first, I blush, thinking they're mocking me, but then I 
realise that they're looking at him. And I see it again, how handsome he 
is, almost beautiful. They probably think I'm his mother (134). 
I wonder what he sees in me, what he wants. Maybe he is a sick, sick 
little boy with a penchant for twisted older women and that he's using me, 
using me for what? I don't suppose it really matters (141). 
Throughout the novel, Kate is fixated on other people’s perceptions of her 
appearance:  
The policeman looks at the photographs on my fridge and sighs. I see 
him as a boy, imagining chasing bad guys and saving the lives of 
beautiful young girls. And yet here he is, in my little kitchen of calamity, 
the thrown together falsehoods of family life. Me, far from the princesses 
of his fantasies, a screeching middle-aged, fragment of a woman. 
Something to be loathed and pitied. Enough to make him feel sick to the 
stomach (13). 
Alex's mum eyes us in horror as she approaches, finally spotting her 
daughter isolated in the grasps of the devil. Molly, all out of breath and 
loud and bumping the girl around. Me, drawn and ill and pale and 
wrecked. Absolutely wrecked. I'm wearing one of Tom's old t-shirts, the 
one with the foreign rugby team that sounds like a rude word and I tuck 
the coat around me so she can't see (112). 
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Her vision of herself as aged and ‘wrecked’ dictates her entire self-perception, 
and she views herself in terms of worthlessness and inadequacy. Whenever 
she tries to perceive the woman Tom may have been unfaithful with, she is 
overcome by images of ‘Scarlet women, red lipped, blonde and wild, size six 
waist strung together in a black corset leaning seductively against a headstone, 
taunting me’ (42), positioning herself as something detached from Tom’s idea of 
beauty. In this way, Kate, and the female protagonists of the chick noir novels 
explored above, position their status in society and perception of self-worth 
based primarily upon their appearances, in particular in relation to how they are 
viewed by men. In such novels, aging is viewed as a disadvantage to women, 
and strips them of their power and right to respect by their male partners. In a 
society obsessed by photoshopped images of perfection, women are pitched 
against each other in order to achieve an unrealistic image of beauty and 
agelessness in order to maintain status and relevance in their relationships.  
Chick noir is a very relevant genre, drawing inspiration from many issues faced 
by women in contemporary society. Depicting women who have become 
disillusioned by images of marital bliss and repressed by gender and status 
expectations, novels in this genre highlight and expose the uncomfortable 







Ambivalence and Expectation in 21st Century Motherhood 
 
 
We know more about the air we breathe, the seas we travel, than the nature 
and meaning of motherhood (Rich, 1977, p.11). 
From a young age, girls are indoctrinated with a damaging and limiting ideology 
of motherhood that spans decades, cultures and continents. From her birth, her 
potential as a future mother is not only marked out but reinforced as an 
assumed ‘natural destiny’. As Simone De Beauvoir discussed in her touchstone 
work of feminist thought, The Second Sex: ‘It is through motherhood that 
woman fully achieves her physiological destiny; that is her ‘natural’ vocation, 
since her whole organism is directed towards the perpetuation of the species’ 
(1949, 2011, p.537). In their exploration of motherhood throughout the ages, 
with particular emphasis on the early foundations of motherhood in ancient 
Greece and Rome, Lauren Hackworth Petersen and Patricia Salzman-Mitchell 
say: ‘Women and motherhood. Given their very definitions, these two nouns are 
inextricably intertwined, as a woman’s primary role has traditionally been 
defined vis-à-vis her ability to reproduce and/or care for offspring’ (2012, p.1). 
The so-called ‘natural’ progression of female life dictates that motherhood is the 
ultimate goal for women, their metamorphosis moment, the moment they 
ascend to something beyond the realm of ‘non-mothers’. In her ground-breaking 
work on motherhood, Of Woman Born, Adrienne Rich claims:  
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The gulf between “mothers” and “nonmothers” (even the term is pure 
negation, like “widow” meaning without) will be closed only as we come 
to understand how both childbearing and childlessness have been 
manipulated to make women into negative quantities, or bearers of evil 
(1977, p.249).  
Whilst motherhood and maternal traditions have been widely explored by 
scholars, literary research of late has fed upon a wealth of material that 
reinforces an archaic and dangerous stereotype: the ‘good’ mother. According 
to Kate Orton-Johnson: ‘the notion of the “natural” mother, as essential, fulfilling, 
and biologically defined, has been unpacked across a wealth of literature that 
has explored the social, economic, and cultural construction(s) of motherhood 
and its intersections with issues of patriarchy, class, gender, and ethnicity’ 
(2017, p.2). Whilst modern literature has been eager to explore the notion of the 
benevolent mother, the ambivalent mother has found herself side-lined as 
something abhorrent, something to be disguised and dismissed as a 
psychological or biological anomaly. Elizabeth Podneiks and Andrea O’Reilly 
claim in Textual Mothers/Maternal Texts: ‘The fact that so much attention of late 
has been fully directed at locating literary mothers underscores the obvious: 
they have been missing. The themes of the mother lost in and to history, and 
the ensuing quest to locate her, underpins maternal research’ (Podneiks & 
O’Reilly, 2010, p.5). In Regretting Motherhood, Orna Donath says:  
Clearly, we are facing a wide range of emotions about motherhood that 
are begging to be dealt with. Something is still profoundly missing from 
our public discourse about motherhood; something still wants to be said, 
297 
 
as if on the tip of the tongue, as long as regretting motherhood remains a 
deep-seated taboo (Donath, 2017, p.xvii). 
Understanding the reasoning for the smokescreen that has concealed the 
‘alternative’ side of motherhood requires research into the very notion of ‘the 
maternal’. Motherhood is a social construct built upon a series of reinforced 
factors including tradition, gender ideals, and socio-economic class. In 
Interrogating Motherhood, Jasodhara Bagchi discusses the social engineering 
that underpins gender expectations of women: 
The social construction of gender has built on the biological division of 
spheres in order to build an elaborate construction of signification, 
whereby gender division of labour has been perpetuated with many 
concomitant demands on women (Bagchi, 2017, p.xxi). 
These demands on women are the gender expectations that will mark her 
submission. Demands that say, even though motherhood is a choice, there is 
only one right answer. ‘The mother stands for the victim within ourselves, the 
unfree woman, the martyr’ (1977, p.236), claims Rich. Martyring the freedom of 
youth and her dreams of defying the perceived failings of her own mother, the 
new mother takes on a burden of responsibility that goes far beyond caring for 
her child. Lynda R Ross claims: ‘Women’s lives are complicated, not simplified, 
by the prospect and reality of motherhood’ (2016, p.2). As a mother she is 
expected to abandon all sense of self, becoming a vessel with which to raise, 
nurture, and shape the new life. Ross goes on to say: ‘Though the wonders of 
birth and the joys of motherhood are ideals celebrated in contemporary western 
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societies, not all women are able to approach and experience motherhood with 
such positive feelings’ (2016, p.2). Despite the positive aspects of motherhood 
that so many women enjoy, there are inevitable mixed feelings that arise, mixed 
feelings that lead women to believe that they are in some way inadequate, 
wrong and unnatural. Takševa claims:  
Most mothers likely love their children and find great and sometimes 
unique fulfilment in that emotion, but many mothers identify their love in 
more qualified terms: children are a source of joy for them, although not 
a continuous one, and selflessness and unconditionality although 
significant parts of that love, are not always unproblematic (Takševa 
2017, p.152).  
Donath observes: ‘we already know that at the same time motherhood can be 
saturated with tensions and ambivalence that might create helplessness, 
frustration, guilt, shame, anger, hostility, and disappointment’ (2017, p.xiv). 
However, these feelings are shunned by a society that is too eager to promote 
the outdated, and at times impossible, image of the ‘good’ mother. Writing in the 
late 1940s, Simone De Beauvoir notes that: ‘solidly settled in the family and 
society, in accord with laws and customs, the mother is the very incarnation of 
the Good’ (1949, 2011, p.195).  Reflecting upon being a young mother in the 
1960s, Rich concurs: 
I was haunted by the stereotype of the mother whose love is 
“unconditional”; and by the visual and literary images of motherhood as a 
single-mixed identity. If I knew parts of myself existed that would never 
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cohere to those images, weren’t those parts then abnormal, monstrous? 
(Rich, 1977, p.23). 
The ‘visual and literary images’ that so haunted Rich are still at the heart of 
western society’s expectations of motherhood, almost sixty years later. Whilst 
there are increased opportunities for women, and gender ideals have 
progressed somewhat, the image of the benevolent mother still remains. 
Actress Felicity Huffman addresses the fear surrounding the ‘good mother’ label 
in a 2006 interview with The Guardian:  
In the new millennium, we’re fighting against the icon of the perfect 
mother. I don’t know about [in the UK], but in America you’re not allowed 
to talk about how it’s driving you crazy, or how you don’t like it, or how, if 
you have to give a bath one more time, you’re going to pull your hair out. 
Because then you’re considered a bad mom (11th March 2006). 
Donath says: 
We still yearn for our mythical image of “The Mother” to retain 
intact…and we are still reluctant to acknowledge that motherhood – like 
so many other domains in our lives that we are committed to, suffer 
within, and care about – might arouse feelings of regret (Donath, 2017 p. 
xiv-xv). 
Other critics argue that the image of the ‘good’ mother is evolving. In ‘Good, 
Bad or Just Good Enough,’ Rebecca Feasey claims: ‘As work, life and 
mothering practices have changed, so too has the notion of the ‘good’ mother’ 
(2017, p.5). Despite the increased and ever prevalent ideal of the ‘good mother’ 
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there seems to be no clear consensus on what denotes a good mother. 
Perhaps this is because, as Luísa Saavedra and Joao Manuel de Oliveira say: 
‘what motherhood as an institution defines as a good mother may or may not 
overlap with the personal experience of motherhood’ (2017, p.345). Taking a 
sample of some of the most recent news articles (at the time of writing) 
regarding alleged crimes committed by mothers against their children, we can 
see that the term ‘good mother’ is used consistently to contrast between 
perception and ‘reality’. 
Susan Smith is serving a life sentence for the murder of her two children. In a 
2015 letter to The State newspaper she says: ‘“I am not the monster society 
thinks I am…I was a good mother and I loved my boys…I was not in my right 
mind”’ (Sheehy, New York Post, 26th Sept 2017). Kaela Mehl is currently on trial 
for the murder of her 18-month-old daughter. Her sister-in-law testifies: ‘“I 
thought she was a good mother…she was very much in love with Charlotte”’ 
(Boothby, Victoria News, 16th Sept 2017). Whitney Breslin has been arrested 
after her two-year-old daughter died in suspicious circumstances. Her 
neighbour says: ‘“They seemed to be really nice...I can’t believe that. She 
seemed like a good mother”’ (Stewart, Oklahoma’s News, 5th Sept 2017). 
In Mad Mothers, Bad Mothers, and What a “Good” Mother Would Do, Sarah 
LaChance Adams explores the notion of maternal ambivalence. Discussing a 
filicide, she says:  
Upon hearing of such horrific events…we must ask ourselves: how could 
a mother do such a thing? Maternal love and care are supposed to be a 
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given. This is one of those rare, mutual assumptions shared by scientists 
and poets alike (LaChance Adams, 2014, p.10). 
As seen in the examples above, loving one’s child is not enough to be a good 
mother. In these extreme cases, mothers have taken the lives of their children, 
and such news stories haunt mothers and non-mothers alike. Perhaps this is a 
contributing factor to the silence of ambivalence and the fear that surrounds 
losing the label of ‘good’ mother. Nevertheless, maternal ambivalence is a 
recognised and common factor of raising children, and new research is aiming 
to highlight the healthy and natural sense of feeling frustration towards one’s 
children. Donath claims: ‘Maternal ambivalence is now seen by some as a 
healthy, inevitable feature of maternal experiences and as part of a spectrum of 
mixed feelings towards children and motherhood’ (2017, p.43-44). Despite a 
slight increase in understanding within certain circles of society, Podneiks and 
O’Reilly say: ‘Sociological studies of motherhood confirm that ambivalence and 
anger are typical and expected dimensions of motherhood, but it nonetheless 
takes candour, courage and community for mothers to “out” themselves in 
public, never mind in print’ (2010, p.4).  
The fear of being ostracised by her community or deemed a danger to her 
children leaves women to suffer in silence. LaChance Adams claims: 
The pregiven fact of maternal love is so widely assumed to be the case 
that scholars rarely question the existence, structure, and significance of 
maternal care. They attribute it to the essence of motherhood and/or 
label it maternal instinct (LaChance Adams, 2014, p.12) 
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Women who fail to find the elusive maternal instinct or who feel conflicted in 
their emotions have been long assumed to be suffering from a form of mental 
illness. Donath claims: 
In such a society, which traps mothers in between idealistic and 
contradictory expectations, mothers who do not see themselves as 
omnipotent and do not experience motherhood as the best thing that 
ever happened to them are to be abnormal; it is even suggested that 
their ambivalent feelings are due to a mental disorder or physiological 
malaise (Donath, 2017, p.42). 
Whilst it is clear that some illnesses, such as postpartum depression and 
postpartum psychosis, may intensify feelings of ambivalence, it is also a natural 
response to the pressures of motherhood in a society obsessed with standards 
and image, a society where our every move is analysed and scrutinised via 
social media. LaChance goes on to say: 
 [Scholars] ignore the complexity of mothers’ responses to their children 
and foreclose enquiry into its significance. Maternal love, in reality, is part 
of a much more complex picture that includes contradictory impulses and 
emotions (LaChance Adams, 2014, p.12). 
In 1966, Rich notes in her diary: ‘Perhaps one is a monster – an anti-woman – 
something riven and without recourse to the normal and appealing consolations 
of love, motherhood, joy in others’ (1966,1977, p.22). By failing to meet 
society’s created image of motherhood, Rich labelled herself as abnormal, even 
reinforcing the idea that motherhood should be synonymous with womanhood. 
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In our more technologically advanced society, women are finding solace in 
online forums, where they can admit their feelings whilst guarded by anonymity. 
Donath says: 
Hundreds of women commenting on mothering blogs and social 
networks have seized the moment in order to speak aloud (again or 
finally) feelings that have mainly been kept behind closed doors to avoid 
harsh judgement and criticism by society (Donath, 2017, p.xvi). 
Whilst some women find community and understanding in such forums, there is 
still an evidently shocking hostility towards women who are open about their 
feelings towards motherhood. During her research into maternal regret, Donath 
herself has received a significant backlash by both men and women who do not 
agree with her exposing the ‘realities’ of motherhood. One anonymous message 
she received read: 
‘This woman should be dragged into the street, her teeth should be 
remove [sic] with a claw hammer, and then every child in the town should 
be lined up and made to cut a piece off of her with a knife. Then she 
should be burned alive’ (Donath, 2016, 2017, p.xvi). 
Reactions such as these show that there is a long way to go until maternal 
ambivalence is finally understood and accepted, and reveals the dangers that 
face women who are brave enough to divulge anything other than perpetual joy 
and delight in their child. As Takševa says: ‘the study of maternal ambivalence 
in relation to mother love still appears marginal to mainstream discussions of 
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motherhood and is still often constructed in the context of pathology rather than 
healthy mother-child relationships’ (2017, p.153). 
Ambivalence and trauma, including the trauma of ambivalence, is played out 
throughout literary genres to present a composite image of suffering and the 
journey from suffering to acceptance. As Sonya Andermahr discusses in 
Trauma Narratives and Herstory (2013): 
Women’s trauma fiction about these issues utilises a variety of genres 
including the Gothic novel, the crime thriller, the family saga, and the 
domestic melodrama. What then do different genres offer in terms of 
strategies, devices and mechanisms to represent the acting out and 
working through of trauma? In each case, the generic conventions affect 
the representation of grief and the depiction of maternal trauma in turn 
impacts on the narrative trajectory. The family saga concerns traumatic 
relationships through time; the Gothic allows for the expression of the 
illicit, repressed and/or unconscious emotions and feelings; and crime is 
about vicariously experiencing danger and re-establishing equilibrium 
(2013, p.19-20).  
These genres allow maternal ambivalence and trauma to be explored through 
dramatic imagery of deprived dealings, sinister settings, and unsettling scenes. 
In particular, domestic noir revels in all things dark and scandalous, providing 
the reader with a fascinating insight into the world of female psychology. As 
novelist Julia Couch claims: ‘the difference with modern domestic noir is that the 
women at the heart of these novels aren’t simply victims – they are sometimes 
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perpetrators, too. They are flawed, damaged, sometimes beaten by events, 
sometimes victorious. And crucially, the stories are seen subjectively, through 
the eyes of the female protagonists’ (2018, p.viii). 
Examples of maternal ambivalence in literature are often masked by other 
issues seeking to ‘justify’ the mother’s ‘unnatural’ feelings. In The Fifth Child 
(1988, 2001) by Doris Lessing, a happy family is disrupted by the arrival of the 
couple’s fifth child, Ben, who is remarkably unlike his brothers and sisters, 
transforming the narrative from family saga to thriller. Ben has significant 
behavioural problems that border on the gothic supernatural, and the family 
begins to break apart over their obligations to him as a member of the family, 
and their overwhelming fear and dislike of him: 
She had been waiting to exchange looks with the creature who, she had 
been sure, had been trying to hurt her, but there was no recognition 
there. And her heart contracted with pity for him: Poor little beast, his 
mother disliking him so much (Lessing, 1988, 2001, p.60). 
Harriet’s dislike of her son is based on a difficult pregnancy, his physical 
appearance and his cold and hostile behaviour. Despite this, she feels guilty 
about her negative feelings and attempts to bond with him. Upon hearing her 
sister whispering about disliking Ben, Harriet attempts to connect with him: ‘This 
affected Harriet with remorse: Poor Ben, whom no one could love. She certainly 
could not!’ (Lessing, 1988, 2001, p.69). Discussing this with her doctor, she 
breaches the taboo of ambivalence that is so concealed and avoided in modern 
society. Her doctor is reluctant to discuss the matter with her, but acknowledges 
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the condition: ‘he was frowning, but not in disapproval of her. He said, ‘it is not 
abnormal to take a dislike to a child. I see it all the time. Unfortunately’ (Lessing, 
1988, 2001, p.67). Whilst Harriet’s behaviour towards her son is discussed 
reluctantly, it is not demonised, as many other women who have ambivalent 
feelings have experienced. Rather, the difficult relationship is attributed to Ben, 
a fault of his ‘goblin-like’ appearance, hostility, super-human strength, violent 
tendencies, and the underlying suggestion of autism.  
Also dealing with a hostile and complex relationship between mother and child, 
We Need to Talk About Kevin (2003, 2016) sparked controversy for its depiction 
of protagonist Eva’s inability to bond with her son. Author Lionel Shriver said in 
an interview:  
Kevin is a dark book, and many of those initial reactions objected that its 
narrator, Eva, is “unattractive”: a woman uneasy about pregnancy, who 
feels alarmingly blank after childbirth, and fails to form the bond with her 
boy that we like to imagine is as instinctive as closing the epiglottis when 
we swallow. The novel breaks one of the last taboos (and how amazing 
that at such a late date I found a taboo still standing): a mother disliking 
her son (Shriver, 17th May 2011). 
Eva is a woman who is reluctant about having a child, telling her husband: 
‘“Motherhood…now, that is a foreign country”’ (Shriver 2003, 2016, p.22). In 
imagined letters to her deceased husband, Eva reflects on their decision to try 
for a baby: ‘What possessed us? We were so happy! Why, then, did we take the 
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stake of all we had and place it on this outrageous gamble of having a child?’ 
(Shriver 2003, 2016, p.14) 
Eva’s husband doesn’t share her sentiment, and in her letter she goes on to 
acknowledge the common hostilities childless women face: 
 Of course, you consider the very putting of that question profane. 
Although the infertile are entitled to sour grapes, it’s against the rules, 
isn’t it, to actually have a baby and spend any time at all on that banished 
parallel life in which you didn’t (Shriver, 2003, 2016, p.14). 
However, Eva attributes her own feelings of dislike towards Kevin to his strange 
and cruel behaviour, which is later confirmed when he commits mass murder. In 
this way, Eva’s feelings are vindicated. Her hostile feelings are justified. Further 
reinforcing Eva’s ‘innocence’ is the fact that her relationship with her daughter is 
much more traditional and conformative in terms of the ‘normative’ mother and 
child relationship, once again marking Kevin out as an anomaly. Despite 
exposing the taboo, Shriver is far from breaking it. Her novel confirms the idea 
that there must be something ‘wrong’ for a mother to have mixed feelings 
towards her child. However, although it is Kevin with the mental health issues 
and not Eva, it is still a beginning to the discussion of ambivalence that no-one 
wants to address. In other novels, such as Eimear McBride’s A Girl is A Half-
Formed Thing (2014), ambivalence towards motherhood is disguised as the 
typical conflict found in most mother-daughter relationships, or assumed to be 
caused by an underlying issue i.e. the emotional turmoil of the narrator’s 
brother’s cancer diagnosis.  
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In my own novel, The Gaps Between, Kate’s feelings about Molly are fluid: 
constantly evolving and adapting. As a non-traditional mother-daughter 
relationship, the foundations of ambivalence were placed from the very moment 
Kate picked Molly out of the wreckage of the accident. In many ways, Molly is a 
physical manifestation of all that Kate has lost, and a blood relative of the man 
who destroyed her life. She is a constant reminder of Kate’s lifechanging 
decision. In moments of grief, despair and fear, Kate becomes angry and, on 
occasions, aggressive towards Molly: 
“He’s got to you too,” I say. There’s a strange clarity that washes over 
me, Molly frowns. I round on her.  
  “You are staying with me, OK? You are my daughter!”  
  Molly nods backing away.  
  “Write it down!” I scream, pointing at her homework, abandoned 
on the table. 
  Molly doesn’t move.  
  “Go on! Write it down on your family tree. My name. Tom’s name.” 
Molly edges slowly around the table, keeping a large gap between us. 
She sits down and picks up a pen. Her hands shake.  
  “No,” I say, taking the pen off her. “Write it in blood.” 
  There’s a few seconds of silence that pass between us. Only the 
sound of my hurried breath and thumping heart can be heard, causing 
the walls and table to vibrate. 
  “What?” she whispers. I open the cutlery draw and select a small 
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vegetable knife. I test its sharpness against my thumb.  
  “Here.” (163-164). 
Nevertheless, Kate has overwhelming feelings of love, sympathy and 
protectiveness towards her daughter, culminating in her willingness to sacrifice 
herself for Molly when she steps out in front of a car.  
“I don't want you to go,” she whispers and for the first time I realise that 
no matter what, no matter who she is, this girl is my child and nothing 
could ever change that. I hold her close. We embrace for what feels like 
hours, but it will never be long enough. I stand up. For the second time in 
my life I have to say goodbye to my daughter. I close the door then 
immediately open it again. “Molly?” 
  “Yes?”  
  “I love you.”  
  “I love you too,” she says. We both smile. It's the first time we've 
ever said it out loud. I shut the door (261). 
These mixed ambivalent feelings mark the formation of a typical mother-child 
relationship in an atypical situation. Although it could be argued that Kate’s goal 
is to protect herself and soothe her own feelings of guilt and loneliness, there is 
an increased tenderness and desperation to Kate’s every interaction with Molly 
as the novel progresses, and as Kate begins to believe in the potential for a 
powerful, albeit painful, mother and daughter connection. This connection defies 
everything that Kate has ever believed in. She has very clear opinions on 
motherhood, often referring to her own mother’s failures, and is convinced that 
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her criminal actions will define her relationship with Molly, forbidding the natural 
mother and daughter bond that is so revered in our society. Kate and Molly’s 
poignant relationship reinforces the conflicting ideal of the ‘good mother’ 
complex, whilst highlighting the need for change in contemporary society, and 
the acknowledgement of alternative and non-traditional forms of motherhood as 
not only existing, but thriving.   
Rather than a typical, realist genre choice, I chose to present the novel through 
a heightened, stylised genre to fully explore the mysterious and haunting notion 
of maternal ambivalence. This allowed me to explore the dark and sinister 
elements of the plot through a limited and unreliable first-person narration that 
traps the reader in Kate’s mind, forcing them to directly face the taboo of 
maternal ambivalence. Nightmares, hallucinations and dream-sequences are 
used to present the unpresentable: the grief of loss and the fear of maternal 
ambivalence. It is grief that triggers the events of Kate’s life, beginning with the 
traumatic death of her brother, a loss that filled her with anger and contempt. 
Being unable to speak to her grieving parents, Kate sought solace in an 
imaginary world where Sam was still alive, albeit distant and ghost-like. Despite 
growing older, Kate has never been able to fully escape the fictional world that 
she has created (having never fully acknowledged the trauma of Sam’s death or 
the role she played in it) and has instead become consumed by it, and it has 
sprouted images and creations beyond her control. One such creation is the 
magpie which appears at pertinent times as a tormentor and visual reminder of 
the ‘secret never to be told’ that Kate is concerned by. The magpie is also a 
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popular figure of foreboding in folklore. The Dictionary of English Folklore 
(2003) shines further light upon the magpie myth: 
Though the magpie rhyme has not been traced earlier than c.1780, 
magpie omens go back to medieval times. Sometimes they are 
favourable, for example that the chattering means that guests or 
strangers are coming (1159 and onwards); more often not:‘…whan pyes 
chatter vpon a house it is a sygne of ryghte euyll tydynges’ (1507). This 
is especially so if the bird is flying around, or perching on, a house where 
someone is ill. In Sheffield, it was disliked because it refused to enter 
Noah's ark, preferring to sit on its roof ‘and jabber over the drowning 
world’ (N&Q 4s:7 (1871), 299); in Sussex, because ‘it was a bad bird, 
and knew more than it should do, and was always looking about and 
prying into other people's affairs’ (Latham, 1878: 9) (2003). 
Kate’s magpie plays up to many of these myths, appearing as a harbourer of ill 
spirt until she finally succeeds in murdering the bird after accepting her true 
feelings for Rick: ‘In the middle of it all lays a bird, a magpie, naked and bloody, 
pink skin flushed an angry red. I kneel beside it, the feathers scratching at my 
legs. Dead, plucked, neck twisted. Relief floods me. It’s over’ (227). This marks 
a turning point in the novel, where Kate allows herself to form a genuine bond 
with another person and allows herself to trust again. The magpie represents 
loss, suffering, pain and darkness for Kate. Whilst he exists she cannot allow 
herself to love as she cannot forget the anger and grief she has been holding 
onto her whole life.  
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The novel explores the journey of three key female characters and the 
development of their relationship with each other. Both Kate and Helen have 
experienced ambivalence towards motherhood, each blaming the other for their 
perceived failings, and Kate strongly believes she is ‘like she is’ because of 
Helen’s cold and passive mothering. As a woman so fixated on the passing 
down of traits, Kate is, at times, concerned about her influence on Molly: 
She's clever in an insightful way. She listens to people. She hears things. 
She's an observer. She's learnt that from me, which gives me a little 
comfort, a little positive trait I've given her. I hope she's avoided all my 
bad ones (126). 
It seems that Molly is different from Kate and Helen, breaking out of the rut of 
self-depreciation, morbidity and denial that the Lockwoods are marred by. This 
is, until the end of the novel, when we begin to see a different side to Molly, 
marked out by her first defiance of Kate: underage drinking. Later, Molly bravely 
stands up in public and denounces Kate for lying to the family, revealing her 
transformation from repressed to empowered in the novel: 
“You liar!” shouts Molly, in tears. 
 More tables fall quiet. A few waiters stop mid-service and whisper to 
each other.  
  “Hey,” says Rick, standing up and putting his arm around Molly. 
“What’s going on?”  
She shrugs him away, and takes a step towards me. 
  “I don’t care if he thinks I’m a mistake, I want to meet my dad!” 
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 Everyone looks at her. She reddens but stays stood up, determination 
flaring wild in her eyes. I slowly sink back into my seat (249-250). 
Similarly, at the end of the story we see Molly ‘betray’ Kate by contacting Zoe 
and causing a fissure in the otherwise happy conclusion: 
“How did she find us?” he hisses.  
  Before I can answer, Molly steps forward, head down. “I asked her 
to come,” she says quietly. “I’m sorry, I just wanted to…to see what she 
was like.”  
  Her shoulders drop and any disappointment I felt slips away. My 
heart breaks for her (267-268). 
This moment marks out a potential for Molly as a strong, wilful woman. Molly is 
beginning to take after Helen, gaining similar traits such as determination and 
resilience. This is unsettling for Kate, who has depended on Molly as an ally 
and much of her resentment of Molly stems from a fear and disgust that she 
may turn out to be a different woman to her, a stronger person, or yet another 
disappointing figure in her life.  
Considering the acknowledgement of the bad mother, both as a literary figure 
and a real-life human being, further opportunities are arising for women in fiction 
to be something other than the sexualised or the idealised. In Bad Girls and 
Transgressive Women (2017) Julia Chappell et al. claim: 
If as feminist scholars have suggested, postfeminism assumes, rightly or 
wrongly, that equality between the genders has been successfully 
attained, why does the transgressive woman remain a central figure of 
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postfeminist texts, popular as well as scholarly? Is the bad girl’s 
appearance no longer a matter of actual resistance but rather an 
entertaining performance of transgression? (2017, p.3) 
In ‘The Violent Mother in Fact and Fiction’ (2018) Nicoletta Di Ciolla and Anna 
Pasolini claim: 
The widely shared assumptions on gender and motherhood that set the 
parameters within which female and motherly behaviour could be 
expressed- with the endorsement of various theoretical frameworks – 
have for a long time prevented an understanding of the phenomenon of 
maternal violence beyond a summary moral judgement, condemnation, 
denial, or the unleashing of social panic (2018, p.139). 
This prevention of understanding, or rather a refusal of acknowledgment, 
signals a continuation of archaic and restrictive stereotypes of women and 
mothers. Within contemporary women’s writing, a number of transgressive 
female characters and dialogues are emerging to challenge and expose these 
images of benevolence. Di Ciolla and Pasolini claim that ‘observing how the 
problematic relation to motherhood is expressed in narrative fiction offers a 
wider span of examples of women’s agency within the family (specifically 
against children), which go beyond entrenched stereotypes of the violent 
mother as “mad” or solely as reacting to victimisation’ (2018, p.139). In this way, 
a conversation is emerging that is willing to consider alternative possibilities for 
women and mothers, possibilities where women simply aren’t good enough 
mothers, or are even bad mothers, and it is through creative engagement with 
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Conflict and Closeness in Mother and Daughter Relationships 
 
 
Perhaps one of the most complex, consuming and critical relationships between 
family members is the mother/daughter relationship. Many of the novels 
explored in this exegesis focus on the ambivalent nature of mother and 
daughter interactions, and how the failings of the mother become internalised 
by the daughter. According to Clara Mucci: 
When we consider trauma today, reflecting on it together with this 
established view, we conjure up more and more a traumatic condition 
established over time between child and caregiver, which is usually 
referred to as “early relational trauma”. This concept…is a disturbance in 
the attachment relationship of the child towards the parent (2013, p.1). 
‘Mothers’ relationships with daughters tend to be intense, involving closeness 
and negativity’ (2009, p.770) claim Kira S. Birditt et al. Julie Cwikel suggests: 
Given the centrality of the mother-daughter relationship in the 
development of identity, self-esteem, and as a model for how to perform 
as an adult and a parent, it is not surprising that many women 
experience conflicts in the mother-daughter relationship (Cwikel, 2016, 
p.263). 
Rich believes that a mother ‘identifies intensely with her daughter, but through 
weakness, not through strength’ (1977, p.244), and it is this shared submission 
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to the expectations of a society so obsessed with image and tradition that binds 
them together; a shared female history of repression, social cues, sexuality and 
burden. Despite rallying against all that her mother represents, a girl learns from 
her how she will be treated by society and what role she, herself, will take in the 
world. Rich goes on to say: 
Many daughters live in a rage at their mothers for having accepted, too 
readily and passively: “whatever comes”. A mother’s victimization does 
not merely humiliate her, it mutilates the daughter who watches her for 
clues as to what it means to be a woman. Like the traditional foot-bound 
Chinese woman, she passes on her own affliction. The mother’s self-
hatred and low expectations are the binding rags for the psyche of the 
daughter (Rich, 1977, p.243). 
They pass the conflict between them: the social burden of motherhood, of 
imposed (and denied) sexuality, of exploited bodies. As Signe Hammer 
discusses in Daughters and Mothers: Mothers and Daughters: ‘A mother does 
not merely pass on the messages of her own culture; she also passes on her 
responses she received from her mother. Thus, every transaction between 
mother and daughter is in sense a transaction among three generations’ 
(Hammer, 1975, p.xiv). The traumas of the mother’s life are passed on to the 
daughter, who in turn raises her own child in the shadow of the horrors that 
have not been experienced first-hand but passed down through the family. As 
Brandon D.C. Fenton discusses in his essay on intergenerational trauma: ‘the 
impacts of trauma rarely confine themselves solely to the individual. Instead, the 
legacy of trauma often cascades outward from the subject and may manifest or 
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be felt in many different spaces; in their communities, friendships, gatherings, 
places of work, and family, et cetera’ (2018, p.1). 
As Jill Armstrong discusses: ‘The intertwined mother-daughter relationship has 
been characterised by many as a dance between oneness and separateness, 
change and continuity, problems and connections’ (2017, p.2). For Rich, this 
conflict finds meaning in the daughter’s quest to repossess the mother in 
adulthood, and a desire to return to the ‘genderlessness’ of early childhood. 
This is the core of my book, and I enter it as a woman who, born 
between her mother’s legs, has time after time and in different ways tried 
to return to her mother, to repossess her and be repossessed by her, to 
find the mutual confirmation from and with another woman that daughters 
and mothers alike hunger for, pull away from, make possible and 
impossible for each other (Rich, 1977, p.218). 
The ‘possible and impossible’ closeness that all mothers and daughters seek is 
marred by the daughter’s will for freedom and independence and to break the 
gender codes that have been laid out for her.2 Whilst her mother secretly longs 
for her to achieve this, she must steel her daughter for the inevitable oppression 
she will face, and this means denying her the liberty of her brothers, even as an 
adult woman. In time, this sacrifice can lead to resentment, creating a hostile 
relationship between mother and daughter as seen in novels such as The 
Gathering by Anne Enright (2008) and A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing by Eimear 
McBride (2014). In both novels, sons are treated differently to daughters, and 
both protagonists grow up with a sense of worthlessness, self-destructiveness, 
                                                          
2 De Beauvoir, S. (1949, 2011). 
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and bitterness towards themselves and their mothers. In The Gathering, 
Veronica breaks the news of her brother’s death to her elderly mother, receiving 
a slap across the face. This is significant to Veronica, as it is a stark realisation 
of the hostility she has felt from her mother over the years. Rather than a 
physical blow, the narrator of A Girl is a Half Formed Thing receives constant 
verbal abuse from her mother who is crippled by the mental exhaustion of 
looking after her son who has terminal cancer. The narrator feels inadequate to 
her dying brother, and even her attempts to help and nurture him are resented 
by her mother, who believes the pain and suffering are burdens that belong only 
to her: 
And it’s not like you’ve done a lot. For us. In the past. When I? Oh I see 
what you’re at Madam. I see you well, think you’ll make up with him. On 
the death bed. I know you she says very well you selfish stupid lazy girl. 
Never bothered here and now. Don’t. I’m not impressed. You conniving 
jealous. Shut your mouth you. Fucking. I’m just trying. My. Best. Well 
aren’t you lucky we’ll have you. You. Just keep to yourself. He needs his 
mother now not you (McBride, 2014, p.161). 
The narrator needs her mother too, as she is unable to process her grief 
amongst the backdrop of sexual abuse she has experienced from a young age. 
As Fenton discusses, ‘traumatic events also often traumatize more than just a 
single person’ (2018, p.1) and her mother takes out the almighty pain of the 
slow loss of her child on her other child, whom she sees as failing the family by 
moving away to university, thus creating a cycle of pain and suffering that is 
only alleviated by causing further pain, offering an explanation for the narrator’s 
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self-harm through promiscuity that reflects her own mother’s self-torture. The 
stream of consciousness narrative depicts the breakdown of language and 
perception of reality in the face of trauma, as the narrator is unable to express 
her true feelings about her brother’s looming death in anything other than 
disjointed and fragmented sentences that often never find completion.  
In Please Look After Mom (2012) by Kyng-Sook Shin, Chi-Hon’s relationship 
with her mother has always been more complex than that of her brothers. 
Despite feeling a deep sense of closeness to her mother, Chi-Hon felt 
smothered by her mother’s traditional country life, and her failure to understand 
her daughter’s life in Seoul: ‘After you’d left home for the city, you’d always 
talked to her as if you were angry at her…even when you had to take a plane 
because your book was being published in another country, or you had to go 
abroad for a seminar, when she asked, “Why are you going there?” you stiffly 
replied, “Because I have business to take care of.”’ (Shin, 2012, p.37). As she 
grows older her role with her mother switches, and she becomes frequently 
concerned with her aging mother’s health and wellbeing. ‘Either a mother or 
daughter know each other very well, or they are strangers’ (Shin, 2012, p.19) 
claims the narrator, and Chi-Hon begins to realise that her mother is more than 
just that: she is a woman, a human being and ultimately mortal. Chi-Hon reflects 
upon her own hostility and coldness towards her family as a reaction to 
repulsion at her mother’s endless self-sacrifice and perceived ‘weakness’. This 
leads Chi-Hon and her siblings to desperately flee the ‘uninspiring’ setting of 
their childhood to follow their dreams in the city, sparked by their mother’s drive 
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to see them succeed, an ambition she could never have for herself after the 
death of her husband’s beloved brother.  
In a similar way, Jenny in Daughter (2014) by Jane Shemlit, believes that she 
knows everything about her 15-year-old daughter Naomi. But when Naomi goes 
missing, the desperately loving and difficult relationship she had with her begins 
to slowly unravel. This is presented through the tropes of the crime genre, with 
mystery and suspense unravelling a complex and dramatic double life that 
Naomi was leading under the cloak of darkness.  
The painful and mutually consuming conflict between mother and daughter and 
the repeated symptoms of intergenerational trauma are evident in my novel, 
The Gaps Between, as the grief of Sam’s death affects Helen’s capacity to love, 
and her already tenuous bond with her daughter. Significantly, the troubled 
relationship is then replicated, with an intensity and hostility marring many of 
Kate and Molly’s interactions throughout the novel. It could be said that the 
characters of Molly, Kate and Helen are the same woman at different periods in 
her life. Although Kate emphasises the differences between herself and her 
daughter, and herself and her mother, she is only able to see the gaps between 
them and not the cycle of failings that links them all together, the similarities that 
they share, and the strength that they are all capable of. This is illustrated 
through the use of the term ‘the girl,’ a purposefully isolating and sterile term 
which is primarily affixed to ‘fake Molly’ for the months following her abduction, 
and that represents Kate’s reluctance to accept her as a member of the family 
and denial of her own responsibility. However, as revealed in flashbacks, Kate 
was also once ‘the girl’. In a similar way, this shows the isolation that Kate felt 
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as a child following her brother’s death and her family’s inability to show her 
love and affection following the trauma. In one such flashback we encounter 
another ‘the girl’ and although she doesn’t realise it at the time, Kate sees a 
fleeting glimpse of her mother as a damaged, lonely child, who was cast into the 
shadow of her successful older brother, and how the circle of failures came to 
be. However, Molly is a beacon of light for the family, representing the potential 
for breaking down the stifling stereotypes and traditions that have haunted the 
family for generations and marking the potential for going forwards, as strong, 
independent women, undefined by the male figures around them. Helen tells 
Kate, ‘“…Molly’s different to you and me. She can change things.”’ (221). 
However, Kate and Molly can never achieve the idealised mother-daughter 
relationship as they are not blood relatives, and the trauma of both the accident 
and the act of ‘stealing’ Molly from the wreckage has a profound and 
devastating impact of the formation of their bond. Kate’s rationale for her 
actions is never fully explained as she is unable to explain it herself, other than 
as a sense of entitlement sparked by sudden, crushing grief:  
We pull into the drive. I let the girls into the house to play with knives or 
plug sockets or whatever the hell bad mothers do, and I sit in the car and 
have a smoke. The grey fumes fill the car and I can't help but think, think 
back to that night, the purity and clarity of my decision. I try not to think 
about it most days. Molly is mine. I deserved her. Am I a better parent 
than what she could have had? I'll never know. But she's alive and happy 




Following the accident, Kate’s interactions with Molly are marred with 
resentment; she visualises Molly as an ‘evil’ or ‘monstrous’ presence within the 
domestic sphere: ‘I am starting to realise that the girl is nothing like Molly. She 
is an alien in my house. She looks wrong. Out of place. Everything she touches 
seems to burn and crumble away. Her fingertips ooze radiation’ (34). These 
gothic images mark Kate’s descent into a prolonged and painful mental 
breakdown. Kate is unable to begin the grief cycle as she cannot speak of her 
daughter’s death without revealing her own criminal actions. This perception of 
Molly as dangerous and as a ‘changeling’ in the home is filtered through Kate’s 
own traumatised vision of females as a threat (her damaged relationship with 
Helen, ‘real Molly’ ruining her relationship with Tom, the woman Tom was 
unfaithful with, Anna’s abandonment of the family, the breakdown of the 
friendship with Clair, Alex’s mum as a law-enforcer, the obsession with Molly’s 
real mother etc.) and within the context of former failed relationships within the 
family. Kate is scared of Molly, scared of the feelings that Molly may evoke, and 
scared of presenting herself as vulnerable and susceptible to further trauma e.g. 
her secrets being exposed and losing ‘fake Molly’. In this way, it could be seen 
that Kate’s relationship with Molly is a continuous power-struggle. Kate 
desperately wants Molly to love her and to allow herself to love Molly as this 
would symbolise the calm, ‘normative’ and stable family that Kate desires. But 
at the same time, the trauma of physically picking Molly out of the wreckage and 
concealing her from the police has created a different relationship: captor and 
abducted, which in itself brings a range of different roles including controlling, 
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manipulative and threatening behaviour as well as suspicion, resistance and 
anger from Molly. 
The novel follows a linear structure, after the initial eight-year leap, which is 
peppered with flashbacks and dream-sequences of Kate’s childhood. Despite 
this linear sequencing, it is Kate’s failure to articulate key events from her past, 
as well as present and very ‘real’ emotions, actions and thoughts that position 
her as an unreliable narrator. In this way, the gaps between Kate, Molly and 
Helen that Kate is so concerned by are filtered through a biased and tormented 
perspective: a history of neglect, failure and disappointment that has continued 
through the Lockwood bloodline for generations.  
Kate is concerned about presenting a realistic and convincing mother and 
daughter relationship but is unable to find any framework for this, having only 
her own lonely and loveless childhood to reflect upon. Interestingly, Helen later 
reveals that she is jealous of Kate and Molly’s relationship. Helen also reveals 
that she is repressed by her own family tradition; unable to escape the distant 
parenting methods bestowed upon her as well as the large and isolated house 
that was given to her to raise a family: 
She gazes out of the window, where the leaves of the trees are floating 
down to the ground, covering the grass with a warm blanket of orange 
and brown. “My brother was the lucky one. Gregory got out. His teachers 
would always say how clever he was, how talented. So, my parents sent 
him off to school in Australia. It didn’t matter about me. There were 
different expectations for me…” she trails off, her eyes glazed (221). 
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Failing to raise a ‘family’ (in the traditional sense) after Sam’s death and the 
abandonment of her remaining child, Helen can never leave the house as she 
has not achieved her goal. Despite permanently moving to their holiday home 
many years previously, the Lockwoods still keep their old house, abandoned 
and empty yet very present in their lives, until they return at the beginning of the 
novel. The Lockwood house represents the unaddressed fears of the family, but 
begins to have a more therapeutic and revolutionary role for Kate as the novel 
progresses and she begins to accept and confront the traumas of her past. 
Following Kate’s breakdown, Helen stages an intervention, and Kate finds 
herself locked in her childhood bedroom, flickering between dreams and reality. 
It is during this period that Kate acknowledges her feelings for Rick and gains 
some strength from taking control of her emotions and acting upon her 
impulses. The final scene of the novel takes place in the Lockwood residence 
and depicts a key moment for both Helen and Kate; a moment of bonding, love, 
sacrifice and strength that has finally been achieved in the shadow of suffering 













Alongside the painful and consuming nature of maternal ambivalence, grief and 
trauma are two of the most pertinent themes of The Gaps Between. Discussing 
the rise in popularity of the female trauma novel, Sonya Andermahr claims: 
‘within contemporary women’s writing, for example, novels about forms of grief 
as a response to trauma seem to abound. In particular, I have noticed a 
proliferation of narratives in which women characters come to terms, or fail to, 
with the traumatic loss of children’ (2013, p.13). The unnatural event of the loss 
of a child before the death of the parent is a literary theme that is bound with 
mystery and intrigue, requiring an ever-changing dialogue about the nature of 
the mother-daughter relationship and the formation of the mother’s identity in an 
increasingly hostile and judgemental society.  
The traumatised woman and the woman lost to trauma are staples of the chick 
noir genre, drawing inspiration from the horrors of the home that these women 
must either face or become consumed by. Exploring women’s trauma fiction, 
Andermahr claims: ‘the characters of trauma narratives experience a range of 
symptoms which mimic those of trauma sufferers including dissociation, 
paralysis, nightmares, and the sense of something missing. The concomitant 
post-traumatic effects represented in the trauma novel include failed 
relationships, frozen affect, and mental breakdown’ (2013, p.15).  
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Kate has barely known a life without the overwhelming and isolating conditions 
of grief, having been only eight-years-old when faced with the first (and 
arguably the most pivotal) trauma of her life: her brother’s tragic death. 
Considering a social science approach, Thomas Dellmann claims ‘a direct link 
between childhood trauma and prolonged grief was found in a retrospective 
study by Silverman, Johnson and Prigerson (2001) who reported that bereaved 
widows were more likely to experience traumatic (prolonged) grief if they 
experienced childhood adversities, such as parental death, abuse, or death of a 
sibling’ (2018, p.323). In The Gaps Between, the experience of witnessing and 
playing a situational role in her brother’s death opened a door of possibility for 
potential further grief, alongside an increased likelihood of experiencing more 
intense and prolonged grief in relation to the ‘average’ person. In an article in 
Comprehensive Psychiatry, A.A.A Manik J Djelantik et al. explored the 
possibility of further trauma in suffers of grief: ‘Following the death of a loved 
one, symptoms of both grief and posttraumatic stress can develop in bereaved 
individuals. In most people these symptoms decrease over time. However, in 
others they remain and spiral into symptoms of Prolonged Grief Disorder (PGD) 
and/or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)’ (2018, p.65). The novel is set 
decades after Sam’s death, but Kate is still haunted by visions of him and 
memories she supresses for fear of the terrifying content: the truth she has 
been running away from. Dellmann claims: ‘these traumatic events likely lead to 
disturbances in affect regulation and maladaptive perceptions of self, others and 
to subsequent re-stimulating events’ (2018, p.373). Kate’s perceptions of people 
around her are often misconstrued and every interaction is filtered through a 
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lens of suspicion and mistrust. This is intensified once she experiences the 
second great loss of her life: Tom’s death. ‘After traumatic experiences, people 
often develop a strong dependency on a spouse as a means of creating safety’ 
(2018, p.373), suggests Dellmann. Kate certainly obsessed over Tom, or the 
idea of him, with the belief that his love could save her, could take away the 
pain of her past and protect her from the ghosts of her childhood. The parasitic 
nature of their relationship eventually unravels as Tom begins to pull away, and 
his death reveals secrets that Kate is never truly able to accept.  
Offering a literary perspective on trauma novels, Andermahr identifies ‘three 
paradigmatic aspects of the genre: the disarticulation of linear narrative; the 
figuration of trauma in the ghost; and the idea of transgenerational transmission 
of trauma’ (2013, p.15). Kate’s supressed memories and fears are realised 
through apparitions that haunt her throughout the novel. This includes seeing 
visual, aural and symbolic visions of both Sam and Tom that intertwine with the 
‘real’ and present narrative. In Literature in the Ashes of History (2013) Cathy 
Caruth argued that traumatic memories ‘did not represent but rather enacted 
history; they made history by also erasing it’ (2013, p.78). The boundaries 
between truth and reality become blurred for Kate, until she is almost unable to 
recognise herself amidst the chaotic world of secrets, lies, memories, and 
visions that have surrounded her over the years: ‘I catch a glimpse of myself in 
the mirror; a monster with black horns and sharp fangs. I run but there's no 
escape. I am becoming the nightmare’ (82-83). 
Through gothic and noir themes including the supernatural, female violence and 
madness, and an isolated and bleak landscape, Kate’s spiral out of control and 
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decent into a life tainted by trauma is depicted through haunting imagery that 
exists alongside the ‘real’ world, leaving the reader to determine for themselves 
the distinction between fantasy and reality. A key element of Kate’s troubled 
past in The Gaps Between is her experience of mental ill health, an experience 
shared by women in both contemporary literature and real life, across the globe. 
Mental health conditions are becoming increasingly more prevalent in the 
modern world, coinciding with an increase in understanding, the creation of new 
medicines and treatments and more rigorous diagnosis. Chief Executive of 
mental health charity Mind, Paul Farmer, says: ‘It’s a strange time for mental 
health – exciting, promising, frustrating and deeply worrying in equal measure’ 
(2015, p.7). The NHS Mental Health and Wellbeing in England: Adult 
Psychiatric Morbidity Survey 2014 found that ‘one adult in six had a common 
mental disorder (CMD): about one woman in five and one man in eight. Since 
2000, overall rates of CMD in England steadily increased in women and 
remained largely stable in men’ (NHS, 2016, p.8). The report went on to reveal 
that: ‘young women have emerged as a high-risk group, with high rates of CMD, 
self-harm, and positive screens for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 
bipolar. The gap between young women and young men increased’ over the 
period analysed (NHS, 2016, p.8). A report by Health Survey for England also 
revealed the diagnosis rates in the UK in 2014. ‘26% of all adults reported 
having ever been diagnosed with at least one mental illness. A further 18% of 
adults reported having experienced a mental illness but not having been 
diagnosed’ (Bridges, 2015, p.1).  
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Considering the reactions to representations of motherhood that differ from the 
perceived ideal vision of the ‘good mother,’ it is unsurprising that motherhood 
mental illness is relatively unacknowledged and unexplored in contemporary 
literature and society. The unachievable and impossibly perfect stereotype of 
the ‘good mother’ is rife with contradictions and discrepancies. As Elissa Marder 
explores in The Mother in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (2012): ‘the 
consequences of defining the cultural concept of “Mother” as the symbolic 
place-holder for “home” as stable point of origin remain not only problematic but 
also inherently untenable’ (2012, p.4). In Motherhood, Mental Illness and 
Recovery, Nikole Benders-Hadi claims: ‘the assumption by the lay public and 
even seasoned clinicians is that women with mental illness either don’t become 
mothers or are incapable of parenting their children’ (2014, p.ix). However, 
according to a recent report by The Telegraph, we know that ‘at any given time, 
6% of fathers and 10% of mothers in the UK have mental health problems’ 
(Telegraph reporters, 2017). Parental mental health can have a significant 
detrimental effect on the potential of the child in later life. ‘In addition to the 
economic and human costs of maternal depression, children of mothers who 
are depressed are at risk for poor health, developmental, and behavioural 
issues’ (2015, p.345) claim Najia Atif et al. in ‘Maternal mental health: The 
missing “M” in the global maternal and child health agenda’.  
Also known as postnatal depression, and often dismissed as ‘the baby blues’, 
perinatal depression has been long considered to be a taboo of motherhood, a 
guise for the failings of ‘bad mothers’. Negative reactions to perinatal 
depression have lead women to suffer in silence, believing that the symptoms 
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they are experiencing are ‘unnatural’ and ‘cruel’ aspects of their own 
personality. However, as discussed by Susan Kendig et al.: ‘perinatal 
depression, one of the most common complications of pregnancy, affects one in 
every 7 women’ (2017, p.232). Fiona Alderdice and James Newham claim: ‘we 
know that maternal mental health has significant implications not only for the 
woman’s ongoing physical and mental health, but also that of her family both in 
the short and long term’ (2016, p.1). Children of parents with mental health 
issues experience stress and trauma from trying to comprehend and conceal 
their parent’s affliction. Focusing on female development, Yael Kadish 
documents a qualitative research project which ‘explored the recollections and 
reflections of women who were raised by mothers suffering with psychosis’ in 
an article in the South African Journal of Psychology (2015). Kadish’s results 
revealed that: ‘all participants believe that maternal psychosis had affected 
them profoundly, both in childhood and adulthood. They felt that it has 
influenced their personality development in various ways, including the 
formation of feminine identity’ (2015, p.480). 
Female mental health conditions are explored in novels including Any Other 
Mouth (2014) by Anneliese Mackintosh, The Girl on the Train (2015) by Paula 
Hawkins, and A Girl is a Half-Formed Thing (2014) by Eimear McBride. In A Girl 
is a Half-Formed Thing and Any Other Mouth the protagonists turn to 
promiscuous behaviour as a form of self-harm, a form of escapism from the 
traumas of their everyday lives and as a confirmation of their feelings of 
worthlessness and vulnerability: 
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I met a man who hit me a smack. I met a man who cracked my arm. I 
met a man who said what are you doing out so late at night. I met a man. 
I met a man. And wash my mouth out with soap. I wish I could. That I did 
then. I met a man. A stupid thing. I met a man. Should have turned on 
my heel. I thought. I didn’t know to think. I didn’t know to speak. I met a 
man. I kept on walking. I met a man. I met a man. And I lay down. And 
slapped and cried and wined and dined. I met a man and many more and 
I didn’t know you at all (McBride, 2014, p.97). 
The nameless protagonist has been side-lined by her mother who cares 
tirelessly for her son with terminal cancer. The protagonist is sexually abused by 
her uncle as a teenager, and begins to associate herself with feelings of 
uselessness and worthlessness. She becomes addicted to the temporary 
escape from the fear and despair of her brother’s looming death that sex gives 
her.  
In Any Other Mouth, Gretchen also tries to escape from her father’s cancer 
prognosis and sister’s frequent suicide attempts via a series of failed 
relationships and prescription medication: 
Back in Scotland, double your dose of antidepressants. Stop eating 
properly. Cry after two glasses of wine. Get herpes. Completely rewrite 
your entire PhD in a fortnight…Phone home several times a day. Your 
mum tells you she wants a divorce. Your sister tells you she wants to die. 
Your dad tells you he wants to live (Mackintosh, 2014, p.107). 
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These short, staccato sentences reveal the breakdown of language as the 
protagonist begins to lose her grip on reality: a sense of timelessness and 
events moving forward at a pace she is no longer able to comprehend or 
control. 
In The Girl on The Train, Rachel turns to alcohol abuse as a way of dealing with 
her inability to have children and break-up from her husband: 
I think, though I can’t be sure that there’s some wine downstairs. I don’t 
remember finishing the second bottle. It’ll be warm, because I can’t leave 
it in the fridge; if I do, Cathy pours it away. She so badly wants me to get 
better, but so far, things are not going according to her plan. There’s a 
little cupboard in the hallway where the gas meter is. If there was any 
wine left, I’ll have stashed it in there (Hawkins, 2015, p.160). 
In similar ways, the female protagonists of these novels turn to self-destructive 
behaviour in order to escape from the perceived failings or unavoidable traumas 
of their lives. In The Gaps Between, the issue of mental health is something that 
has become a taboo for Kate’s family. In several flashbacks Kate reveals how 
admitting her symptoms of postpartum depression/psychosis to Tom became a 
strain on their relationship. Tom reacted with fear and concern for the welfare of 
his child, whilst failing to understand the complexity of Kate’s illness: ‘Tom 
suggested I go to the doctors. He didn't just suggest, he insisted. There was a 
sharpness in his voice that I'd never heard before. I knew he was gone then’ 
(86). In this way, Kate found herself isolated in her illness, and the fear of 
stigma led her to withdraw into denial. This is learned behaviour, having, as a 
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child, witnessed her own mother’s avoidance of discussions surrounding mental 
health: 
“I just don't understand why she would say it,” repeated her father 
quietly, shaking his head. “It's obviously affected us all a lot, but we didn't 
realise that it would turn her...mad” 
  The room erupted. “Mark!” hissed her mother. 
  “‘Mad’ isn’t a constructive word…” tried Mrs Thompson but she 
was drowned out by the girl’s mother. 
  “Think of what people would say!” hissed her mother. “She is not 
‘mad’ and we will fix this!” she spat furiously. 
  “Oh come on Helen, look at her. She shaved her own head for 
God’s sake. We know where it’s come from. She gone fucking crackers 
like your brother!” 
  Her mother turned a shade of puce that the girl didn’t realise was 
possible. 
  “Do not bring that into this. Greg had an accident…” 
  “He threw himself into a bonfire!” 
  “We don’t know that!” whispered her mother (97). 
Helen’s reluctance to discuss her brother and child’s mental health problems is 
an avoidance in participating in an admission of her own mental distress. Kate 
refers to ‘The Child That Never Was’ on several occasions in the novel, 
referring to her parents’ stillborn baby. Kate claimed that: ‘The pain of The Child 
That Never Was had done something to her, had changed her, had poisoned 
her overnight and she stripped herself of her personality like a long fur coat’ (44) 
335 
 
but Helen does not allow herself to show weakness. She does not want to break 
down the strong family unit she has built around herself; instead she strives to 
distance herself from those she cares about, to protect herself from further 
heartache: 
She sighs and for the first time ever I see her cry. Gentle, graceful tears 
that drop down onto her cheeks, flowing through the lines of her skin. “I 
know I've been a pretty terrible mother, Kate. But you don't really know 
me at all. That had to go, we had to break that mother and daughter 
bond in order to protect you. And it was easy, it was easy for me to...to 
hate you at first because I blamed you. It was your fault. And then it just 
became a habit. And you loathed me with a passion. We're not 
sentimental women, you and me, Kate. We hate strongly, we hold 
grudges. I'm sorry, my mother was the same. But we're fiercely loyal and 
you have to understand that this was all for you.” (202). 
As Helen eventually admits the feelings she has repressed, Kate becomes 
aware of the memory she has concealed since she was a little girl. As Helen 
begins to tell the story of Sam’s death, Kate realises that the ‘ghosts’ she has 
seen are not real, but are physical manifestations of the guilt she has concealed 
for decades. Throughout her life Kate has never been able to truly grieve for 
those she has lost. She was denied the support she needed as a child following 
Sam’s death, and after Tom’s passing, her main focus was the terrible secret 
she had to conceal. She doesn’t fully begin to mourn her real daughter until the 
end of the novel, when she can finally acknowledge and talk openly about her 
loss. These repressed traumas become internalised and Kate’s desperate 
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attempts to run away from her past only force her further into the unspeakable 
horrors of her mind.  
 In ‘Past and Present: Recovered Memories and False Memories’ (1997) Martin 
A. Conway claims: ‘memories can be wrong – sometimes very wrong. 
Memories can also be ‘forgotten’ for very long periods of time and later 
remembered with surprise. These are facts of memory, they are not hypothesis, 
speculative beliefs or ‘folk’ psychology’ (Conway, 1997, p.150). A memory is not 
fixed but is fluid, influenced by time and change. This is what Jeffery Prager 
refers to as the ‘plasticity of memory’ (1998, p.59) in Representing the Past: 
Psychoanalysis and The Sociology of Misremembering. Prager goes on to say: 
‘memory is produced by an individual, but it is always produced in relation to the 
larger interpersonal and cultural world in which that individual lives. The 
reconstruction of the past always depends on frames of meaning and contexts 
of significance generated in the present’ (Prager, 1998, p.70).  In my novel, The 
Gaps Between, Kate felt that she had ownership of Sam, because in her child’s 
mind she was the only one who cared about him; she was his ‘best friend’. She 
is unable to process the guilt that she feels after forgetting to put the brake on 
Sam’s wheelchair, and becomes absorbed by the alternate world she dreams 
up where Sam is still alive and they continue their friendship. Her parents’ 
increased distance, coldness and severity following the accident further 
confirmed to her that Sam’s death was caused by some wrong-doing on their 
part. In this way, her grief quickly turned into anger and hostility towards her 
parents, thus opening the potential for a false memory, one that would make it 
much easier for her to channel her emotions, one where Sam’s death was a 
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myth, and the drowning scene never took place. Kate’s insinuated fear of the 
psychiatric hospital where her uncle abides, and her avoidance of the 
medication prescribed by the ‘unsympathetic’ doctor, hints at issues with 
psychotherapy in her childhood. The process of ‘recovering memories’ is now a 
controversial and disconcerting practice within psychotherapy, and cognitive 
psychologists including Elizabeth Loftus have long argued against the reliability 
of the practice:  
Misinformation can cause people to falsely believe that they saw details 
that were only suggested to them. Misinformation can even lead people 
to have very rich false memories. Once embraced, people can express 
these false memories with confidence and detail (Loftus, 2005, p.365). 
The false memory is only exposed once Helen tells Kate the truth over thirty 
years later, although Kate has frequent episodes where she alludes to ‘a ghost 
of something in the back of my mind’ (203) that she cannot quite comprehend. It 
is only once she has accepted her recollection of the events surrounding Sam’s 
death as misconstrued that she begins to accept that she had repressed the 
true memory: ‘I don't say anything. I stare into the white void of the duvet and 
realise it, finally. Of course, I always knew, deep down. It was always there, the 
guilt, the pain, but I never really understood why’ (206). Considering the 
instability of her mind, Kate becomes terrified at the idea that she may have 
inadvertently ‘altered’ other memories, and is devastated to consider the 
possibility that she may have deliberately killed both Sam and her husband, 
Tom. Whilst the reader has been shown the car crash scene, the fact that Kate 
has lied frequently and repressed former traumatic memories begs the question 
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of whether anything she has said has been true, and to what extent she is an 
unreliable narrator. 
Clearly, Kate’s perceptions of people’s intentions and personalities are 
frequently wrong, as we learn that Helen is far from the monster Kate paints her 
as, young Molly is not as hostile as first perceived, Rick is barely a threat at all, 
Tom most likely did not share her feelings about their relationship, and Anna 
and Zoe do not have the dramatic lives she has imagined them to have. Most 
significant is Kate’s own self-perception, often emphasising the negative 
aspects of her personality and forcing upon herself dark and sinister imagery 
that is, although in some cases justified, detached from the desperately loving, 
















This novel and exegesis explore notions of maternal ambivalence, 
intergenerational trauma (with a particular focus on mothers and daughter), and 
the profound effects of trauma on female mental health, through creative 
engagement with the emerging genre of chick noir fiction. My novel, The Gaps 
Between, tests the edges of the boundaries of chick lit and noir fiction, in an 
attempt to ‘de-chick’ creative approaches to the tensions and conflicts women 
experience within twenty-first-century western culture, especially surrounding 
motherhood. Drawing from and building upon the haunting and isolating themes 
and contemporary issues explored in other contemporary chick noir novels, my 
novel aims to expose and highlight long-standing gender roles, marital, and 
motherhood stigmas that are still reinforced today, and are almost as dangerous 
and limited as they were 100 years ago, whilst foregrounding a yet to be fully 
understood phenomenon of intergenerational trauma passed down from parent 
to child and continued through the family bloodline to create a tradition of 
repression, fear and anxiety surrounding love, happiness and relationships. 
In this exegesis, I have explored the mysterious and concealed truths regarding 
maternal ambivalence that have haunted women in literature and real life for 
centuries. Whilst ambivalence is becoming more widely explored as a natural 
and inevitable aspect of motherhood, it can still be seen as a segregating and 
terrifying taboo in society and literature. This is often due to the media’s 
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depictions of extreme cases of maternal ambivalence and how eager our 
society is to condemn women as ‘bad mothers,’ stripping away their sense of 
worth and self-value, as well as questioning their assumed ‘natural’ ability. Yet, 
with the rise of the chick noir novel comes a new opening for women; sparking a 
long-overdue conversation about possibilities for female characters, and more 
significantly, for mothers. 
Focussing my study of maternal ambivalence more specifically, I have explored 
how mother and daughter relationships are unique in terms of their basis in 
conflict, hostility and resentment, whilst still maintaining a crucial sense of 
loyalty and closeness that continues into adult life. Trauma may be passed 
down from mother to daughter and through generations, leading to an 
inescapable maze of emotional response and stimulus that can impact entire 
families. Trauma fiction of late has explored the notion of intergenerational 
trauma by borrowing traits from the gothic and the horror genres to represent 
the ‘unspeakable’ through terrifying and supernatural visions that depict the 
isolation and unseen terrors that such survivors of trauma experience. 
The literary genre of chick noir has gained attention in recent years for its 
exposure of gender roles in the domestic sphere and its depiction of women 
defined by their appearances, relationship to their husbands and social 
standings, who rise to power in the face of adversity. The female protagonists of 
such novels often face the potential loss of their homes, social lives and 
personality, when met with the loss of their husbands or partners. The home is 
personified as a place of safety and security but can be easily transformed into 
both a physical and mental prison in this genre. Despite this, chick noir 
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protagonists subvert gender expectations, using elements of noir fiction such as 
violence, crime and manipulation in order to rise to power and break open the 
stereotypes of wives and mothers that are still standing in western society 
today. Borrowing themes from the gothic, chick noir often presents disturbed 
female protagonists and sinister male figures, bleak or isolated landscapes and 
supernatural threats to represent the very real issues of gender in our ever-
changing society. Directly confronting stereotypes of gender, perceptions of 
motherhood and representations of trauma, chick noir novels, alongside my 
own, defy and confront traditional narrative tropes of popular fiction. Challenging 
the reader with taboos of dangerous women, bad mothers, and murderous 
wives, chick noir creates a dialogue of progress and revolution surrounding the 
changing image of modern motherhood and gender studies that should be 
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